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      How It Began

      
      Andrei scratched his neck and watched his father scan the Incoming Passenger card. The itch had nagged him throughout the
         flight. He’d hardly slept. It was worse than a mosquito bite, or even a wasp. More torment. It felt like something was moving
         under his skin, tearing his flesh.
      

      
      His stomach tilted with the shift in aircraft motion. They had commenced their descent into Brisbane. The steady straining
         drone of the long haul eased into a whistling glide as the plane rushed towards its landing.
      

      
      Andrei wished he could stop in Brisbane. He wanted to do something about the itch, see a doctor perhaps, but there was one
         more flight. A tourist flight to Cairns, his father said, and Andrei heard the contempt. Viktor Chusenko enjoyed a luxury lifestyle in which he preferred to travel by private jet. The simple pleasures
         of budget tourism were not for him. Andrei suspected that the tourist flight to Cairns was a smokescreen, but for what he
         couldn’t say. Not yet.
      

      
      Andrei had learned a lot about his father in the months since being reclaimed. Before that, for more than a decade, a framed
         photograph on the television set supplied the only memory he had of an estranged father. Living with his mother and babushka
         in their tiny two-room apartment on the outskirts of Moscow, Andrei had not expected to ever see his father again.
      

      
      Then, miraculously, Viktor Ilyich Chusenko had roared back into their quiet lives. No longer the penniless engineer, but the
         self-made millionaire businessman, complete with smoked-glass black Mercedes.
      

      
      Andrei was thrilled, proud and happy to think that his father still cared for him and wanted to be with him. His mother and
         Baba wept and clung to him on the day he left. Then they clung to one another as the black car swept him away.
      

      
      Only later, much later, did Andrei realise that he’d been fetched to act as a pawn in his father’s game. He was a useful decoy.
         Wherever they went in Columbia they cast the perfect image of father and son on an educational tour. That was the public face.
         Privately Andrei spent long hours in hotel rooms while his father was out doing business.
      

      
      At first in his naivety he suspected nothing. His new world of aeroplanes and fast cars was exciting and, although he missed
         his mother and Baba, they would be waiting for him when he got back from this magical mystery tour with his father.
      

      
      But then the lies began to appear, as easily as breathing. And the violence. Not to himself, of course. He was too insignificant.
         His father didn’t care what Andrei thought or saw. He was a piece of merchandise, bought for a purpose, brought along for
         a purpose.
      

      
      That he had been bought, Andrei had no doubt. It was not the same as being sold. His mother had received money, to be sure,
         but she hadn’t sold him. She had no choice in the matter. Andrei saw that now, the fear in her eyes, which he had mistaken
         for a mother’s protective longing. What might his father have done if she’d refused to give him up? Shoot her, like that man in the Columbian rainforest? Arrange for her to
         have an accident? In Bogotá he’d heard talk of accidents – that weasel Paco who had not been seen again. Viktor Chusenko brooked
         no opposition.
      

      
      Andrei watched his father cross the boxes on the Incoming Passenger card.

      
      Do you have any criminal conviction/s? NO.
      

      
      Are you bringing into Australia goods that may be prohibited, such as medicines, steroids, firearms, weapons of any kind or
            illicit drugs? NO.
      

      
      No, he’s not bringing them in personally, thought Andrei. They’ll arrive by stealth. A private jet, a landing strip north
         of Cairns. Australia was like Siberia in that respect. Vast tracts of empty land unobserved. And if, by chance, you were observed
         it could be easily dealt with.
      

      
      Are you bringing into Australia more than 2250ml of alcohol or 250g of tobacco products?

      
      Viktor Chusenko hesitated, a smile curving towards the wide cheekbones. The amount was trivial, contemptible. Andrei divined
         that his father was tempted to answer YES, toying with the authorities who bothered with such a small scale of operation. Mere thousands, a couple of hundreds. These were not his numbers, not numbers
         for Viktor Chusenko, not his order of magnitude. Millions maybe, billions more likely.
      

      
      Even so, he eventually ticked NO. He’ll go for a full set, I bet, thought Andrei, watching spellbound.

      
      Are you bringing into Australia AUD$10,000 or more in Australian or foreign currency equivalent? Again the sneer at a derisory amount as he ticked NO. True enough, observed Andrei, because the money would be in the Lear
         jet winging towards its secret landing.
      

      
      Andrei started filling in his own card, following his father’s pattern.

      
      Are you bringing into Australia animals, birds, insects, fish, parts of animals—live or dead, equipment used with animals,
            meat, skins, feathers, bones, shells, coral, eggs, animal specimens, animal medicines, biological specimens or organisms?

      
      He rubbed his neck and felt the wriggle under his skin. He didn’t think the bite was infected. Pus was not motile. There was
         something alive inside him. He should tick YES. He ticked NO.
      

      
      Have you been in Africa or South America in the last 6 days? YES, this time.
      

      
      ‘Nyet, Andrushka, nenada.’
      

      
      ‘But we were in Columbia, Papa.’

      
      The hardening of expression, his mother’s tearful warning, ‘Don’t cross him, Andrushka.’

      
      Viktor Chusenko clicked his fingers at a stewardess and demanded another landing card. Andrei placed a cross in the NO box.
         A full set, like his father. He winced at the searing pain in his neck.
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      The resort was beautiful, even if it was full of the tourists whom his father despised. The rainforest pressed in on them,
         majestic and dominant. Vibrantly green and earthdamp, it crowded Andrei’s memory of never-ending birch forest, leaving him
         with a faded impression of his past, insipid and vaguely elusive, like an overexposed photograph.
      

      
      Before seeing this paradise Andrei had a single image of a palm tree. A coconut palm, possibly. He had no idea that palms
         existed in such variety, a profusion of fanned and feathered fronds, startling angles and symmetries. A geometer’s delight.
      

      
      The self-contained apartments were dotted through a palm grove enclosing three landscaped swimming pools. In this Eden Andrei
         could step through one door onto decking and into a pool. From another door the deck led to a raised walkway through the rainforest.
      

      
      Besides his father’s fellow Russians who now numbered eight, the other guests were Japanese and British. They smiled politely,
         exchanged greetings, followed their own pursuits. Andrei was the only young person. He was a juvenile, he discovered, looking
         through the resort brochures. Lucky boy, the other tourists would be thinking, to have a father bring him along on this trip
         even though the father was clearly much absorbed with business. A loving father.
      

      
      A loving father who disappeared for hours on end. No doubt exploring the hinterland to the north, with his business friends.

      
      Andrei climbed out of the pool and showered to rid himself of the smell of chlorine. He longed to swim in salt water. He’d
         been dreaming of it. It was all he could think of on the flight from Brisbane to Cairns as the maddening itch grew worse.
         That nightmare flight, a smaller plane, more confined space, and his every desperate demented scratch got on his father’s nerves.
      

      
      Salt water cures all, his mother used to say during their holidays in Sochi, salt water and swimming. It had cured her marriage.
         Looking back it seemed to Andrei she had simply swum away from it, effortless strokes, taking him with her to the enchanted
         life with his babushka. Until his father arrived like the wicked witch in a fairytale to reclaim him.
      

      
      Left on his own at the resort he sought the beach, only to find it closed because of box jellyfish. Excruciatingly painful,
         a British tourist told him. Andrei wondered if it was more painful than his neck. Tears pricked his eyes.
      

      
      On the way back to the resort he shopped at a mini-mart and bought three large containers of Saxo salt. In the apartment he
         sat on the rim of the bath, taps full on and his feet in the water, as the salt cascaded from each hand. He swirled his feet
         through the salt to help it dissolve. He flicked on the Jacuzzi as he emptied the third container. Then he slid under the
         water so that it covered his neck. He lay there tasting salt. Not as good as the ocean but the best he could do.
      

      
      He was up like a shot. Something had happened. He felt it. Something had poked its head out. He leapt from the bath and twisted
         in front of the mirror to see his neck. There it was, a grub of some sort, flabby and white. Engorged. Revolting. It flailed
         a moment as if gasping for air, then retreated. Back inside him. Back under his skin.
      

      
      A few minutes later Andrei was at reception, speaking carefully in his halting English, not wanting to cause alarm. Enquiring
         as calmly as he could about a doctor. Certainly, said the young man behind the desk, smiling pleasantly and accustomed to
         nervous visitors fearful of contracting tropical disease. For luxury resorts it was a worthwhile outlay to retain medical
         staff. He directed Andrei to the clinic.
      

      
      The doctor might have come from a Chekhov play, thought Andrei. Jovial, dapper, enjoying his exile in a colonial outpost.
         In the absence of any real ailments he amused himself with virtual illnesses, the ones he found on websites.
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well. My first case of botfly. It’s called warble fly back in England. They get a lot of it now in the States. Tourists returning from Costa Rica. Have you been
         in Costa Rica recently? No? Well, we do have them locally, of course, but they can’t compete with saltwater crocodiles and
         sharks and box jellyfish in the popular imagination. No one bothers about them. Harmless critters, horrible but harmless.
         Daresay it’s been giving you a painful time with that old itch, hmm? Now I can cut it out for you, old chap, or apply Vaseline
         and squeeze him out, but they sometimes leave spines behind, which get infected. Same with ticks if the body breaks away leaving
         the head behind. This fellow of yours is so close to maturity I’d let it go. Tell you what, you go for a good long swim. It’ll
         pop out right enough. They need to breathe. You go for a swim, lad.’
      

      
      Andrei understood that bit and was reassured. His mother would give him the same advice. The pleasant man at reception had
         told him the beach was open again. Everything was going to be all right.
      

      
      Feeling more at peace Andrei decided to return to the apartment via the walkway through the rainforest. A sudden burning sensation
         stopped him in his tracks. He raised his hand to his neck but snatched it back when he felt the creature wriggle under his fingers. It was big. He tried to flick it, but there was nothing
         there. The larva had finally disgorged itself. Andrei brushed his clothes and then saw it. A giant maggot lying at his feet.
         He lifted his foot to squash it, but hesitated. Horrible but harmless, the doctor said.
      

      
      Adam stepped over the botfly larva and walked on.

      
      He’d go for a swim anyway. His tormentor under the skin had left him at last, but Andrei still felt debilitated. A swim would
         lift him, and the salt water would be good for healing the warble. That’s what the doctor had called the lump. Warble. Andrei
         practised the word in his unfamiliar English.
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      He floated on his back, remembering the lake near the dacha at Zavidova. When would he see it again? How much more wealth
         did his father crave? Surely he would reach a point where he was satisfied. Then he would have no further need of Andrei who
         would return to his mother and Baba.
      

      
      They would swim in the lake under a soft blue sky. Fringed by birch trees, leaves quivering. Angels on earth, his mother called them. See, Andrushka, how the trunks sway,
         bending towards us, the leaves quicksilver. Our guardian angels.
      

      
      His last thought was of those guardian angels as he rolled in the gentle waves and sank from view.

      
      The Cairns Chronicle 27 November 2002
      

      
      YOUTH DROWNS

      
      A YOUTH was found drowned yesterday at Paradiso Resort beach near Port Douglas. It is believed the young man was a recent
         arrival in this country and a poor swimmer. Early concerns that the deceased, who has not yet been named, was a victim of
         box jellyfish have been dismissed by the authorities.
      

      
      The box jellyfish is commonly found in northern waters during the wet season, but there have been only two confirmed fatalities
         on this coastline since the introduction of beach patrols and safety netting.
      

      
      Townsville Echo 12 July 2004
      

      
      Mysterious Illness Claims Ninth Victim

      
      State health officials have agreed to send a medical expert to investigate the mysterious illness which may account for at
         least nine deaths in northern Queensland over the past two months.
      

      
      The latest victim, 68-year-old Jago Donnelly, a retired council worker, died two days ago after complaining for several weeks
         of an infected mosquito bite.
      

      
      Although there are several mosquito-borne diseases prevalent in Australia, including Ross River fever and Barmah Forest virus, their symptoms are well known and not usually fatal.
      

      
      Mr Donnelly’s widow, Mrs Annabelle Donnelly, said yesterday that she did not believe an infected mosquito bite caused her
         husband’s death. “We all get bitten by mozzies. It’s a fact of life in Australia. You get bitten and you get better. You don’t
         keel over and die. The day those little blighters start killing us will be the day we lose this country.”
      

      
      Mrs Donnelly said that she hoped the government’s medical expert would cast light on the cause of her husband’s death.

      
      Melbourne Examiner 19 November 2008
      

      
      BOTFLY WREAKS HAVOC

      
      The deadly strain of human botfly, Dermatobia hominis Variant X (DHX), currently sweeping Australia’s Top End, appears poised to wreak havoc on an economy already suffering from
         the effects of prolonged drought.
      

      
      News of the outbreak, in which as many as two hundred people may have already died, has sent equity markets into sharp decline
         and led to panic cancellations of holiday and business travel to Australia.
      

      
      Until recently DHX was unknown in Australia. Scientists have yet to trace its origins. They admit that Variant X may have arisen from successful mutation of the indigenous species of human botfly,
         but another possibility is an exotic source that survived Australia’s strict quarantine regime.
      

      
      It is believed that the first deaths occurred in the region of Townsville.

      
      Earlier this week a spokesman for the

      
      Australian government admitted that measures to contain the outbreak had so far proved ineffective. “The economic impact depends
         on how promptly and effectively the infestation can be brought under control. At the present time there is serious disruption
         to business and travel. The tourism industry has been particularly hard hit.”
      

      
      The Financial Herald 20 December 2008
      

      
      COLD CHRISTMAS —

      
      US Ban on Australian Beef

      
      IN A further blow to Australia’s ailing economy the United States yesterday imposed a ban on beef imports, stating the risk
         of botfly-egg infestation as reason for the embargo.
      

      
      Australian trade officials protested against the ban, pointing out that the botfly larva could only thrive on a warm-blooded
         host.
      

      
      “These eggs don’t hatch on carcasses,” said a spokes-man for the Australian Trade Department. “They require the warmth of a living organism and therefore pose no threat to beef exports.”
      

      
      However, US authorities remain unconvinced. “Our primary goal is to protect the American people from any perceived alien threat,”
         said US Trade Secretary Dick Johnson in a press statement. He rejected the suggestion, put forward by Dieter Fischer of the
         International Organisation for Trade, that the US government was acting in the interests of its own cattle industry, using
         the ban as a pretext for protectionist policies while demanding free trade practice from other countries around the world.
      

      
      Tomorrow’s Science March 2009
      

      
      No Early Vaccine

      
      CINDERELLA SOLUTIONS SOUGHT

      
      When Dermatobia hominis Variant X (DHX) first hit the headlines several months ago, scientists did not know the toxin that had already caused hundreds
         of deaths. Today, after intensive research in dozens of laboratories around the world, they know the culprit responsible for
         the toxin down to the last letter of its genetic code.
      

      
      Although the rapid progress is a triumph for microbiology and gene technology, there is still a yawning gulf between knowing the cause of death and successful measures to stem the rate of fatalities.
      

      
      The war on Variant X is being waged on several fronts, using both public and private finance. Inevitably, private investment
         is directed towards research areas likely to yield a profitable return. It is left to public funding to fill the gap by exploring
         Cinderella solutions.
      

      
      At a recent conference in Stockholm, vaccine specialists agreed that it would be unlikely for a vaccine to emerge within the
         decade. “We’d be delighted if we can achieve it in twelve to fifteen years,” said one spokesperson.
      

      
      The outbreak of DHX has boosted research into methods of mosquito control. These include radiation, to induce sterility, and
         the widespread use of pesticide. Such practices meet opposition from environmentalists but are welcomed by Third World countries
         where malaria is endemic. The mosquito, long known to be the transmission agent for the malarial virus, is thought to be the
         most common vector for transferring botfly eggs to a warm-blooded host.
      

      
      The ASRC (Australian Scientific Research Centre), threatened with ignominious privatisation under the previous conservative
         government, has been given a new lease of life in the national interest. Its scientists are investigating those less lucrative
         options ignored by private-sector research. Such options include finding a suitable predator, and searching for a less virulent
         strain.
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