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MONICA


The whole town is out looking for Georgie. She’s been missing two days now. She is two rulers smaller than me, with curly mouse-brown hair and a crooked thumb on her left hand. Last seen, she was wearing my orange cardigan. When I say the whole town, I mean the women. It’s a mining town. Most of the men are five miles away at the central site. Except Dad and Uncle Eddie. They’re helping the detectives work out what to do next. Mum is in charge. She and her best friend, Maddie, are leading a group of women out the Wattle Creek road. She told me to stay in bed. The reason I am not in bed is because I don’t feel ill. We should have stayed in England. Things like this only happen in Australia.


We moved here a year ago because Uncle Eddie said he’d help us out. Uncle Eddie is pretty good that way. I clean his house and he gives me pocket money, although there isn’t much to spend it on. If we were at home, I’d be able to get books from Wogan’s Bookshop – three for a pound. Mrs Wogan used to give me the really dirty ripped-around-the-edges ones for free. I miss Wogan’s. There are nine books in my suitcase, but I’ve read them all at least ten times. I’ve read Dad’s books too. When we go home, the first thing I’m going to do is bike down to Wogan’s. Mrs Wogan probably won’t recognise me. My skin is freckly brown now, and my hair is twice as long. Did you know that Georgie can’t read? She only looks at the pictures.


The way it works in Akarula is that Dad helps Uncle Eddie, when he’s feeling up to it, and Mum does just about everything else. I’m in charge of Georgie. That’s why, whichever way you look at it, this is all my fault.


We are playing hide and seek the day Georgie disappears. It’s the kind of game she likes. She is only four. I’m nearly twelve. She goes off to hide and I sit on the caravan steps and watch Dad feed the birds. He’s like a statue, standing there behind Uncle Eddie’s house, his stretched-out hand full of birdseed. Those Galahs must love him. They’re beautiful: pink and grey, like old ladies’ coats. I do a sketch of him and the birds in my notebook. Mum thinks Dad shouldn’t feed the birds. She doesn’t realise they would die without him. Dad is mad about wildlife. He likes birds and insects the most.


When I’m done, I shove my notebook in the back pocket of my pedal-pushers and head off to look for Georgie. The sun is scorching. I use my cap to shade my eyes. I’m getting used to the heat. In the first few weeks I could hardly move, but once you slow down and keep your head covered, it’s not so bad. I look between the cars, the trucks and road trains parked up behind the pumps; most of them have Lansdowne Mining Corporation stamped on the side in green lettering. You’d want to see these road trains, great huge things. I wouldn’t mind driving one some day.


Georgie usually hides in between the wheels. But I can’t see her. She’s not behind the oil barrels either, or the pile of old tyres thrown in the scrub on the edge of the tarmac. I search around the outside of Uncle Eddie’s shed, which is padlocked, so she can’t be inside. I’ll kill her if she ruins my cardigan. It doesn’t even fit her properly; the sleeves are way too long.


I climb Red Rock Mountain. It’s not really a mountain, more like a big rock that sticks up behind the caravan. Dad calls it a mountain. Compared with the flat bush around, I suppose it is. It’s quite steep; halfway up you have to crawl and grab hold of the jutting ledges. Uncle Eddie has warned us to watch out for snakes. I keep my eyes peeled. Not been lucky yet though. I love snakes. I’ve got a book of snakes with all the Latin names and what they do and whether they are poisonous or not. There are seven families of snakes in Australia, about 140 species. The most deadly ones are brown snakes, copperheads, death adders, red-bellied black snakes, taipans, and tiger snakes. Those clumps of scrub grass dotted over the rock are good places for them to hide.


The last stretch is the hardest. It’s really steep. You have to watch where you’re putting your hands. Once I’m at the top, I make my way over to the highest rock. From up here you can see the whole town. The mine is pretty far off but the machines stick out in the cleared scrub. Then there’s the water tank, and nearer still, Akarula town. It’s not much of a town: a long red dirt road with one-storey houses on either side, a general store that sells everything – except books – and the bar. The road bends just after the tree at the end and loops round to our service station. You can’t go farther than us. The road just stops. If you drive the other way, you’ll eventually get to Adelaide, I think. Or somewhere. You have to pass through Wattle Creek, which is why everyone calls it the Wattle Creek road. Behind the street are the mobile homes and trailers; beyond them, hundreds of termite mounds sticking up like gravestones, spreading out into the bush. No sign of Georgie. Nothing moves, except the road trains and mining trucks, and the odd beaten-up car. There is no wind either. Sometimes when I’m walking, I feel as if I’m standing still.


I can see Mr M sitting underneath the white-barked tree. He can’t see me though, which is a good thing. He doesn’t like people climbing Red Rock Mountain in case they wake the Rainbow Snake. I’ve never seen that snake and I’ve stamped and shouted really loud on this rock. Imagine a snake the size of this rock! Mr M always sits under that tree, must be his favourite place. I don’t really have a favourite place here. At home I had the den behind the rhododendron bushes. Me and my best friend Janice used to stack our worm jars along the entrance so no one would come in. Georgie sometimes moved them though, just to annoy us. That’s another thing about Akarula: there aren’t any children. Maddie told me they all left before we came. Me and Georgie play with Mr M instead – not all the time, but sometimes. He knows lots of magic tricks, and stories, really good ones. Georgie thinks he’s BLAST. There aren’t many people Georgie thinks are BLAST. BLAST means brilliant, in case you didn’t know. I’ll bet he knows where she’s hiding. Mr M knows things that no one else knows, secret things, things you won’t find written in a book. I know a few things too. For example, his real name isn’t Mr M, it is Mr Markarrwala.


The street is empty. All the women must be indoors. It’s too hot to walk around. The roar of engines pulling in and out of the service station sounds like music from up here, underwater music, mixed in with the chatter of cicadas; after a while it’s hard to tell which is which. I’ve only ever seen dead cicadas – empty dry wing shells. I think something sucks out their insides for food. Uncle Eddie says their bodies float up to heaven. Dad says they change their skins. No one really knows. I’ve often wondered what it must be like to know the answer to everything. Dad knows most things, but not everything. Maybe you’d just be bored because you wouldn’t bother reading books, and there’d be no point talking to anyone because you’d already know whatever it was they were going to say. God must be bored, or else he makes himself forget what he knows and then goes about trying to remember things. I don’t really believe in God. But I don’t not believe in him either. For all I know, God is sitting up there in the sky counting all those sucked-out cicadas.


I scan the whole place looking for Georgie, trying to get the dead cicadas out of my head. Sometimes I start to think about things, and then I can’t stop. I see all these fleshy insides floating around, leaking. Hundreds of them. Thousands. I try not to breathe too much in case I suck one in by mistake. I turn around to look out the other side, the side with the service station and the last stretch of road. While I’m half-breathing, I spot my orange cardigan, way out in the bush. The cicadas disappear as I squint, trying to pick out Georgie in amongst the scrub grass. I loop a thumb and fingers around each eye, making my hands into binoculars to cut out the glare. Those cicadas still ring in my ears – they haven’t gone away – I just don’t see them any more. I can’t see Georgie either, only my cardigan. I told her it was too hot to wear a cardigan. She doesn’t listen; that’s why Mum calls her Cloth Ears. I take my time climbing down. Mum told us not to cross the road because it’s dangerous. Half the time I think Georgie just doesn’t understand plain English.


When I get to the bottom of Red Rock Mountain I need a drink. You have to drink regularly in this heat, otherwise you’ll dry out and your body will shrivel up like the cicadas. That’s why we carry these water bottles. Dad’s idea. We wear them over our shoulders. My strap has mice on it and my bottle is dark green. Georgie’s is purple with a rabbit strap – they don’t look much like rabbits if you ask me. I wanted the purple one, but Georgie made a big fuss so I said I’d have the green one instead.


The caravan door is open, and there’s Dad sitting at the table reading an old National Geographic magazine, wearing his pyjamas and the cowboy hat Uncle Eddie gave him.


‘Alright, love?’ he says, putting the magazine down to scoop an ant off the table. He throws it out of the window. ‘Where’s Georgie?’


‘Hiding.’ I take a swig of water before putting my bottle under the tap. Dad nods and half-opens and closes his mouth and makes a clicking sound. ‘Where’s Mum?’


‘In the shop.’


Dad doesn’t talk much since he started taking the pink pills.


‘See you later,’ I tell him, screwing the top onto my bottle.


He raises his hand to the side of his head and salutes me like a sergeant major. That’s Dad for you.


Once I’ve crossed the tarmac, I walk round behind the shop where Uncle Eddie lives. The shop is connected to Uncle Eddie’s bungalow. It’s got sweets and drinks, stuff for the car, that sort of thing. The bungalow behind has three rooms, not counting the bathroom: a sitting-room and two other rooms, one he uses as an office. He’s not in his office; the blinds are down. I haul one of the beer crates underneath the sitting-room window and stand on it; see if I can give him a fright. He is humped on the settee in his collared t-shirt and socks. Mum is underneath him, naked, except for her neck scarf. They’re doing it. One of them has knocked the water tank off Uncle Eddie’s miniature model of Akarula town. They should have moved the model farther away before they started. The sight of them makes me feel sick. Mum made me promise. She said Uncle Eddie has been very good to us. She said if I go telling Dad, he’ll get ill again. And then she said: you wouldn’t want to be the one to make him ill, would you? I said I wouldn’t, but she doesn’t have to go doing it in the daytime when everyone can see. I don’t bother banging on the window. All I know is that I’d never let a man do that to me.


I climb down off the crate and chuck it in a pile with the rest of them. Then I cross the road and pick my way through the scrub, swallowing to try and get rid of the nasty taste in my mouth. Spitting doesn’t help. Each time I breathe, the heat burns the inside of my nose.


You’ve got to pay attention. Some of these rocks and dry grasses can slice right through you. If Georgie has gone and cut herself, I’ll be in trouble. I can hear Mum already. I told you not to take your eyes off her. What were you doing? You know she can’t be left alone. Then she’ll make such a swanny about Georgie, with the plasters and the bandages, me and Dad will have to run around doing whatever Georgie wants. That’s how it works. Some days I wish Georgie had never been born.


I keep walking and walking and walking. At first it’s hard to remember exactly where I spotted my cardigan. It doesn’t take me long though. That cardigan is like a radar. She has flung it on a rock, which means she can’t be far away. If I was Georgie, I wouldn’t go flinging someone else’s good cardigan on a rock just because I got too hot and couldn’t be bothered carrying it. Dad always says you’ve got to do the right thing, no matter what. I once asked him, what if you don’t know which thing is the right thing? He didn’t answer. He’s right though. Georgie is like Mum; she doesn’t care.


Two minutes later I spot Georgie’s footprints in the layer of red dust that covers the sharp rocks and ground and everything else – more like smudges than footprints because of the way she twists her feet when she walks. I get this prickling feeling, sort of excited and nervous at the same time; the ground is flat; you can see as far as the horizon, and Georgie isn’t visible. I start imagining things, crazy things like her being picked up by one of the huge wedge-tailed eagles and flown away. You’ve probably heard stories about babies getting eaten by dingoes. Georgie’s not exactly a baby though, and there aren’t any dingoes that I’ve seen, so that’s unlikely. But it is weird, the fact that I can’t see her. Her footsteps carry on into the scrub.


After a while of following footsteps, I check behind me to see how far I’ve come. The service station looks toy-sized from here; I can hardly make out the caravan. I didn’t think Georgie could walk this far. Her feet must be bleeding with all these rocks. She won’t wear her special clogs, goes crazy every time Mum tries to put them on. Doesn’t mind socks though. I bend down and inspect the rocks for blood or bits of clothes or fingers. What if someone has cut her up and scattered her around like bird food? You never know. I’ve read all sorts of stories – some of them were true. I keep on following the footprints. Nothing, nothing, nothing, and then the footprints stop.


There is a hole, partly covered over with old nailed-together wooden planks. The wood must have been rotten because some of it has fallen in on top of Georgie. I can only just make her out at the bottom of the hole. It’s a long way down. Her body is all scrunched up, and one of her legs is cocked out at a funny angle; she’s got her arm twisted up in her water bottle strap. There is not much room down there: the size of an airing cupboard, maybe smaller. I picture those posters, the ones that say WANTED – DEAD OR ALIVE, with Georgie’s head on. As I skirt around the edge for something to pull her out with, I notice more wooden plank covers, all with x marks on the top in flaking yellow paint. This must be why Mum told us not to cross the road. When I asked her what was dangerous about it, she said it just is, which is what she always says when she doesn’t know the answer. I call down to Georgie to wait on. ‘Don’t move,’ I tell her, and she waves up at me, flapping her arms and one of her legs, opening and closing her mouth, doing her fish impression. I can’t tell, with the glare of sun and all the shadow, whether she is smiling or not. This thin shiver slides right down my back. I have to hold my breath to get rid of it. When I let go and breathe again, I tell Georgie, ‘Mum’s going to kill you when she finds out you crossed the road on your own.’ Georgie lets out a grunt that turns into a moan and then drops to a kind of whisper, ending up in a stutter like this: aaadropddwwwwwwwrrlllL.


I find a smooth rock to sit on while I work out what to do next. Georgie carries on making queer sounds. I wave at her, throwing my cap and cardigan down the hole so that she can use them. That was a mistake.


There are things you ought to know. When Georgie was born, Mum nearly died because the doctor couldn’t get Georgie out. I don’t know if her head was too big or what it was. Mum was fifteen days in hospital. Dad and me had to clean Georgie’s smelly bum and try to stop her screaming until Mum came home. That was more or less the start of it. We stopped going to Granny and Grandpa’s house in Whitley Bay. Dad said there was no time and Mum said there was no money. No one could work out why Georgie stared into space, wouldn’t feed properly, and spasmed all the time. If something wound her up, she just stopped breathing.


Take bathtimes. Any normal baby enjoys a bath, blows bubbles, scoots the plastic duck around. I know; I’ve seen them. Not Georgie. She dives underneath the water and flaps her arms and legs about, making out she’s some kind of fish. I have to watch her all the time to make sure she doesn’t drown. One time I left her too long and we had to call an ambulance. Was I in trouble for that! I used to get in trouble even when it wasn’t my fault, except when Uncle Eddie was around. When he was visiting, you could do almost anything, and all you’d get from Mum was a raised eyebrow and maybe a quick don’t-do-that-again smack.


Uncle Eddie came to visit us in England last summer. It was July or August, the summer holidays anyway. I was in the front garden pushing Georgie around the lawn in a go-cart Dad had made out of fruit crates.


‘Arreeeeeeeeba arreeeeeeeeeeeba arrrrrrrrreeeeeeeeeeeeee­baaaaaaaaaaaa!’ Georgie was shouting and hitting me with a stick to make me go faster. When it got to be my turn, she said she didn’t want to play. She wasn’t strong enough to push me around anyway. Dad was in bed – he spent a lot of time in bed after he stopped working full-time for the newspaper – and Mum was doing something in the kitchen. Our neighbourhood wasn’t rough, but we didn’t get limousines driving down West Street every day, so when this white one pulled up outside the gate, I was pretty flabbergasted. (Flabbergasted is one of my favourite words.) First of all I thought it was Madonna. I’d seen her on the television getting out of the exact same car. Georgie was squealing and snorting, nearly wetting herself to get out of the go-cart and scab a look. The back door of the limousine opened and a man stepped onto the pavement in these spit-clean shoes. I didn’t recognise him at first. He asked me where he might find Monica Harvey, and winked at me. That’s when I knew it was Uncle Eddie. Then he shook my hand and asked if I remembered him. I did, except that he looked different all dressed up. You should have heard him: this strange twangy accent that made him sound like he’d swallowed a loose guitar string. He introduced himself to Georgie, but she just stared at him. She probably couldn’t get over the fact that he’d shaken my hand and not so much as whistled at her first. I led him into the hall because Georgie didn’t have the manners.


Mum came out of the kitchen once she heard our voices. She must have been flabbergasted too because she dropped her tea-towel, turned bright red, and stuttered a bit before she got her words out.


‘Eddie! What are you doing here? Why didn’t you let us know you were coming?’ All said in that high-pitched oh my goodness tone she puts on when she’s surprised.


‘Caroline!’ Uncle Eddie said, gripping Mum around her waist and spinning her. One of her sandals flew off and hit my head. Georgie giggled, until I kicked her in the shin. ‘What do you think?’ He plucked at his trousers and did a half-turn.


Mum picked the grass out of my hair while she said, ‘You haven’t changed a bit.’


‘You’re even more beautiful.’ Uncle Eddie smiled; you could tell he had brushed his teeth.


I showed Mum the limousine. ‘It’s got six doors,’ I said, trying to get a proper look at it – Uncle Eddie was in the way.


‘Some style you have,’ Mum said, eyeing Uncle Eddie up and down and peering over his shoulder on her tiptoes. ‘This isn’t Hollywood, you know.’ In his suit and tie and thin-striped shirt, he looked like a newsreader.


‘Had a meeting in London. Thought I’d drive up and collect you. Fly you back to Oz. Can’t seem to convince you on paper.’


Mum put her sandal back on and said, ‘It’s not me you need to convince. You know what Michael’s like. Complains if I get a different brand of milk.’


‘How is he?’


‘Same as ever. God, it’s good to see you.’


The two of them carried on like this, ignoring me and Georgie. Mum took Uncle Eddie’s jacket and laid it on the dresser while he explained about these houses he was building. He went on and on about a place called Akarula. Then they walked off into the lounge arm in arm. I took the car keys from Uncle Eddie’s jacket pocket and went back outside.


‘Give them,’ Georgie whined.


I opened the car and slipped into the driver’s seat. It took Georgie all of two seconds to get in beside me.


That was some car. The back seat was practically a sofa, and there was a telly and curtains and a mini bar. I turned the wheel and we were off. We drove to America, India, Madagascar, and plenty of other places. I told Georgie about the animals we could see, pointing out the odd tree and high-rise building. We waved at passing cars, winding the window down because the weather was so hot. She added her own stuff, but mostly stuck to things in the town. Georgie even got car sick – that’s how real she thought our trip was – all over Uncle Eddie’s map. We had to get out in the end because the car stank. I slammed the door shut. It wasn’t my fault Georgie left her thumb in the way. She didn’t throw a wobbly; the shock of it took her voice away.


After I’d put the keys back in Uncle Eddie’s jacket pocket, I washed Georgie’s face upstairs and strapped a plaster round her thumb. That’s when I promised that if anyone asked, I’d say it was me who got sick on the map. I think her thumb must have really hurt because her face turned see-through blue. Mum had to drive her down to Doctor Sutton’s later on. The thing with Georgie is, when she gets upset or ill, she stops breathing. That’s why she nearly died a hundred million times. So if she asks you to do something, you have to do it. She asked me to steal a fiver from Uncle Eddie’s wallet, so I did.


Dad had woken up by then. All three of them were drinking wine in the lounge and laughing a lot. Well, Mum and Uncle Eddie were laughing. We all laughed in the three days Uncle Eddie stayed with us, even Georgie, who didn’t like visitors; she usually swelled up like a puffer fish until they went home. The thing I liked about Uncle Eddie was that he didn’t make a song and dance about Georgie. He didn’t know that any minute she could die and, if he wasn’t careful, it would be his fault. Nobody told him. Uncle Eddie kept picking me up and flying me around over his head, saying this is what the plane ride to Australia is like. He didn’t tell anyone about Georgie getting sick, or his missing money. I didn’t get in trouble about Georgie’s thumb either. Mum said, accidents happen, just like that, and didn’t even ask what we were doing in Uncle Eddie’s car. Usually Mum would want the whole story before deciding what to do with me. Instead she played her guitar and made up songs, something she hadn’t done in ages. They were good songs too. Me and Georgie danced around the lounge. I had my spinning skirt on. Dad watched us, and clicked his false tooth up and down to make us laugh. Uncle Eddie taped the whole thing on his brand new cine-camera.


That week Dad was doing film reviews at the cinema, which meant we got free tickets. Dad could tell you who was in any film that was ever made, when it was made, how long it was, the whole lot. On the Friday night Uncle Eddie stayed with us, we walked into town to see E.T. I showed Uncle Eddie Wogan’s Bookshop as we went past; it was closed, so we didn’t go in. Uncle Eddie pretended he was a B52 bomber plane and flew down the street with his arms stretched out, shooting at me and Mum until we fell over, making this pa pa pa pa pa sound for the bullets. It was fun, although Dad’s games were better. Dad’s games were real games. With Uncle Eddie, everything was made up. Dad didn’t play much of anything now though; he was either too tired or too busy on his typewriter. Georgie didn’t want to play the plane game. When she saw Mum and me lying on the pavement, she started making this whirring noise like a fire engine. It took Mum ages to calm her down. Georgie must have thought we were dead. We walked normally after that.


The cinema was packed because it was the first night of E.T. Dad had saved us the best seats, six rows back, right in the middle. He always got there early so that he could sit in his favourite seat – F14. In the interval, a woman in a paper hat and tinted glasses brought around ice-creams and drinks, the same woman who had ripped our tickets at the door.


Georgie wouldn’t sit properly on her seat. She kept slipping onto the floor and rubbing her legs against the carpet until they were red sore. Which is why we didn’t have carpets at home. Mum had to keep pulling her up, but once the film got started, she just left her there. I loved that film. In the bit where they take E.T. to the science hospital, I stood up and shouted when E.T.’s heart glowed again. I was so glad he was alive. I don’t know what I shouted; I just wanted him to get away. Mum leaned over and pulled me back into my chair, handing me a liquorice allsort.


‘It’s just a story,’ she whispered. It’s not real.’ But it was real; it was happening right there in front of me. Uncle Eddie must have thought it was real too because at the end of the film he was crying. When I passed him my handkerchief, he said, ‘That was some film,’ and blew his nose twice.


Dad had to stay behind to meet one of the newspaper men, so we said goodnight to him on the steps outside. On the way home, Uncle Eddie said he was going to build a cinema for Dad in Akarula. He was always saying things like that.


I asked him where Akarula was on the world map. (I know the world map off by heart.)


‘A long way from here,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come and visit?’


I said I would. Then Uncle Eddie made me promise. I had to spit on my hand and shake his hand three times, like the Red Indians do in Sworn Away. Mum was busy inspecting the carpet patterns on Georgie’s legs underneath the street lamp outside Woolworths, so she didn’t see me promise.


The day before Uncle Eddie left, he took us out for lunch. We all got dressed up. Dad was wearing his wedding suit and Mum was in her best mauve dress. Me and Georgie wore the matching velvet skirts we got for Christmas, even though it was summer. As we were leaving, Uncle Eddie asked Dad to drive.


‘We’ll take the scenic route. There’s 400ccs of horse power in that little lady.’


Dad was holding onto the coat stand. I knew he didn’t really want to go.


Mum said, ‘I can drive,’ the way she always said I can drive, and snapped up the car keys from the bowl on the dresser before she went outside.


‘I might stay here,’ Dad said, resting one of his hands on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze.


Uncle Eddie slapped Dad’s arm. ‘Come on, Mike. My treat.’


Mum came back in for Georgie’s shoes. She could see what was happening. ‘Don’t spoil it for everyone,’ she said to Dad, not quite looking at him. That meant he was in trouble.


Dad heaved a sigh out of his chest and slowly shrank, like a punctured balloon. His hand went limp on my shoulder. I took hold of it and kissed it and held on to his fingers.


‘We’re going out for lunch. It’s booked. Let’s go. Come on, skunk.’ Uncle Eddie called me skunk sometimes. I didn’t really like it. He strode outside, and Mum and Georgie followed. I thought they were going to go without us, but Uncle Eddie marched back in and stood so close to Dad their noses nearly touched. ‘This isn’t fair, Mike,’ he said through his teeth. ‘Just get in the car.’


Dad told me to go outside, and edged me towards the door, which Uncle Eddie closed behind me. I could still hear them talking though, as if they were trying to knock each other over with their voices. It was Dad’s voice that kept falling down. Eventually they both came out.


Uncle Eddie said ‘Let’s cruise,’ as he caught the car keys Mum threw at him and slid into the driver’s seat. On the way to the restaurant, he told us about opal stones and how if you look at them for long enough, they turn into the sea. What he meant was, they look like the sea. The sea at Whitley Bay is grey, and in the winter it looks black. Most stones are grey or black anyway. I couldn’t see why Uncle Eddie thought opals were so special. Dad only spoke once, just as we went past the cinema. He said, ‘They’ve made this into a one-way street.’


That restaurant wasn’t like the Berni Inn where we went for our birthdays. There were silver knives and forks, padded chairs, and a tablecloth which matched the napkins. Mum noticed that the napkins were the same colour as the carpet and the curtains. It was hard to decide what to eat. I ordered the third thing on the menu, which was basically fish and chips, only they’d written fillet of plaice with French fries. Georgie had the same. We all got green soup to start.


The waiter was a tall skinny Frenchman who wore white gloves and a white apron and smiled a lot. He had the exact same smile as Uncle Eddie.


‘What will we drink to?’ Uncle Eddie said, raising his glass of champagne.


‘Australia?’ Mum said, looking at Dad with an upside-down grin. And then she chinked glasses with Uncle Eddie. Georgie held up her glass of orange juice and chinked too. Dad didn’t feel like chinking. Me neither.


‘How’s the writing?’ Uncle Eddie asked, passing Dad some bread. ‘I think you’re in the wrong game. What you bringing in? Twenty, thirty grand?’


‘Try halving it,’ Mum said into her napkin.


Uncle Eddie carried on talking to Dad. ‘I’m not trying to tell my older brother what to do. But the property market in Oz is about to soar. All you need is a bit of savvy and a few contacts. I could set you up. Plus the fact that you’d love it out there.’ He took up his bread roll and ripped it in half as he turned to Mum. ‘Why don’t we all drive down to Whitley? Your folks wouldn’t mind a quick visit?’


‘They’d be delighted,’ Mum said. Her cheeks were pink from the champagne.


‘It’s too long a drive for Georgie,’ Dad said, laying his spoon down next to his bowl and wiping his mouth on the fancy napkin. ‘Can you pass me another roll, please?’


Mum looked from Uncle Eddie to Dad and said, ‘We don’t all have to go.’


‘If you like,’ Dad said flatly. He filled up Uncle Eddie’s glass. The bubbles nearly spilt over.
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