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For Anne McNeil, who was in at the birth


It will have blood; they say, blood will have blood. Stones have been known to move and trees to speak …



William Shakespeare’s Macbeth


1

I sleep with a dreamcatcher above my bed. I use it to filter out bad dreams – I had enough of those earlier this summer. Flames eating up the forests, leaping across canyons, shooting firebrands through the night sky. Plus the visions and psychic connections and the dark angel voice slithering through my brain with a warning – ‘We will all rise. There will be other times, other places – a million other willing souls!’

I travelled halfway across the world to get a break from all that flesh-creeping stuff and if my good angel isn’t around any more to protect me, which she doesn’t seem to be, I’m not too proud to rely on old superstitions, ancient beliefs, whatever.

My dreamcatcher is a circle of slender willow branches about thirty centimetres wide, wound with a narrow leather strip and with cotton threads woven across the centre in a geometric petal pattern. A pendulum of turquoise beads and white and black feathers hangs from the bottom of the hoop. Good dreams find their way through the net but bad ones can’t get past. It works some of the time, I guess.

Since the last big burnout on Black Rock, I also avoid going up on to the flame-seared slopes whenever possible. And it’s not just me – my best friend, Grace, and all the traumatized kids in Bitterroot, if I’m honest.

I prefer valleys and water – cool streams, white-water rapids, Prayer River and Turner Lake.

I mean, I love the lake, totally adore the light sparkling on its surface and the way your feet and ankles turn pale and distort when you wade in from the pebble shore, the icy feel of the water between your toes. It’s where Orlando and I first fell in love.

It was midnight, and just remembering it makes my soul soar. The night sky was huge, the Milky Way streaming across it – a glittering banner made out of a million stars. We were tiny and unique. We took off our clothes and swam in the lake.

‘You’re my midnight swimmer,’ he tells me even now.

Or he would do if he was here.

It’s Saturday and he promised he would be home Friday. What the hell happened to his afternoon flight out of Dallas, I wanted to know. I had to fly across the whole freaking Atlantic and I still made it on time – Friday, 8.00 p.m., my parents’ house on Becker Hill. They were in Denver so we would have the place to ourselves. A chance to celebrate after two whole months of love famine.

‘They oversold tickets,’ he explained. ‘The airline gave me a three-hundred-dollar credit for transferring to a later flight.’

I almost tossed my phone out of the window. ‘Jeez, Orlando.’ Words failed me, as you can see. In my opinion, our romantic reunion was worth more than three hundred lousy dollars any day. Evidently not to him.

‘I’m out of here first thing tomorrow,’ he promised.

‘I won’t be here,’ I snapped back.

‘Why? Where will you be?’

‘At the lake.’

‘What for?’

‘The New Dawn thing – the triathlon.’

Silence while he computed this. ‘You’re not – I didn’t know …’

‘I’m not competing!’ Insert the word ‘Stupid!’, tag it on the end of the sentence, hear it in my tone of voice. With me, disappointment turns to anger in a flash. I drew breath then spoke more calmly. ‘Yeah – maybe the swimming. I’m OK with that. And cycling. But can you see me running 10k?’

‘Gotcha,’ he mumbled. A pre-recorded warning to keep your bags with you at all times sounded in the background, so at least he’d made it to the airport and that bit of his story was true.

Two grey doves flew across my view and landed in the red-gold aspens behind the house.

My old buddy Paranoia (worse since my bruising encounter with the whole dark angel thing) lay in wait on the back porch, ready to pounce – I figured that Orlando had spent two months in Dallas and found someone new to love. A girl on his fashion design course; a catwalk model; a fabric designer. He was finding an excuse not to leave, to stay with her for one more night. I was absolutely certain. Then, get a hold of yourself, I thought.

The doves took off in opposite directions as I tried again to take the edge of fear and anger out of my voice. ‘No, I’ll be at the lake rooting for Holly.’

‘Oh yeah, Wonder Woman,’ he joked. And then to break the tension; ‘To be honest, she scares the shit out of me.’

‘Me too.’ When I last spoke to Holly on the phone from Paris, she’d been in the gym for weeks performing single-leg dead lifts to strengthen her glutes.

Plus, her dad had bought her the best Boardman performance bike on the market and she’d borrowed a seven-hundred-dollar Speedo Tri-Elite wetsuit from a girl who competed at trials for the 2008 Beijing Olympics. So I knew she was serious about this New Dawn triathlon.

‘So you’re OK if I join you lakeside?’ Orlando checked. ‘I’ll drive straight from the airport.’

What could I do? What could I say? ‘I missed you so much.’ My anger dissolved and my voice broke. A sigh escaped.

‘Me too.’

‘I love you.’

‘See you tomorrow.’ Click. End of.



And now tomorrow was today and my night-time dreamcatcher had let me down, had allowed through a glimpse of hell: a water snake emerging from the dark depths of a lake, bearing a snarling, hissing head at each end of its body, surging to the surface, bringing black rain, floods and disaster. These visions of mine shook me to the core. They chewed me up and spat me out. I wonder all this time – is it worth having these psychic powers if they leave you feeling this wasted and weak?

‘Hey, Tania.’ Holly’s boyfriend, Aaron, found me standing by Lake Turner, my back turned to the knot of early arrivals in the car park at the entrance to the New Dawn Community. ‘Orlando didn’t make it, huh?’

‘Later,’ I muttered.

‘Good to see you after all this time,’ he said shyly, as if a two-month trip to Europe had turned me into a total stranger. And he quickly ducked out of any more conversation. ‘Come and talk to Holly; wish her luck.’

Aaron led the way across the pebbles, his boots crunching, the back of his black sweatshirt reading ‘Never trust anyone below 14,000 feet’ in white letters. He was a climber, a mountaineer trained since the age of ten by his dad who worked for the National Park Service. The training had given him broad shoulders and strong thighs, plus nerves of steel, which you had to have to handle a relationship with my next-door neighbour, Holly Randle.

‘Tania!’ She stood next to Aaron’s grey truck, raised her arm and yelled at me above the rumble of other vehicles pulling into the parking lot. Then she ran at me and held me in her Brunhilda hug. Brunny, by the way, is a legendary princess of the Visigoths who offered to marry any man who could defeat her in a trial of strength and courage. It’s amazing what random information sticks when you’re in Paris, Rome, Berlin.

Holly hugged me in her black and gold Speedo wetsuit, glutes duly strengthened, corn-blonde hair hidden under a small white rubber helmet, a bold, black competitor number 85 stencilled in waterproof ink on to her upper arm.

‘You look different,’ she accused.

‘No – same old.’ I blushed as she held me at arms’ length.

‘Oh yeah, Tania – look at you! Skinnier, for a start – if that’s possible. And paler.’

‘I travelled between cities; I stayed out of the sun.’

‘Wow, I love that little red purse. Where did you buy it – Paris? How much did it cost?’ She didn’t wait for answers, just zapped through every item of my clothing from head to foot, wanting to know where I bought it, what size it was and not believing me when I told her European sizes were different than ours.

‘No way. Size six is a size ten – that’s gross!’

I smiled and shrugged. ‘I almost got my hair cut by a top London stylist.’

‘No way!’ she shrieked. ‘You’ve had beautiful long hair ever since I’ve known you. You can’t chop it off.’

‘So I didn’t,’ I pointed out. Me and long hair go together – something to hide behind, or to brush and style and occasionally be vain about, I guess. ‘So you’re ready?’ I asked, gesturing towards the gathering crowd of triathletes, a mix of toned guys and girls, all with stencilled numbers and swim goggles strapped around their white swimming caps.

‘This is a regional championship event.’ Holly put me in the picture. ‘No elite athletes are taking part, but Amos invited coaches from the national camps to take a look at the talent.’

‘Amos?’ I quizzed, without too much genuine interest. If I’m honest, I had one eye on the cars pulling into the lot, looking out for you know who.

‘Yes – Antony Amos, the Antony Amos!’

‘The movie director – yeah.’

‘Come on, Tania, pay attention. Amos is sponsoring this whole deal.’

‘I guess he can afford it.’ From the profits of his endless gore-fest movies. It was well known, mostly taken for granted in Bitterroot, that the locally born director was a money-making machine, which was how he’d come back home and spent gazillions setting up the New Dawn community – giving something back if you like.

‘Half the New Dawn kids here have entered the event,’ Holly went on. ‘They’re going to be tough to beat.’

‘Do they divide the guys and girl into two groups?’ Aaron looked concerned that his girlfriend was about to plunge into the lake with a hundred guys bulked up to the size of your average Super League player.

Meanwhile I was finally paying attention – not to Holly but to the dozen or so figures in wetsuits, numbers stencilled on their arms, strolling down from the row of log cabins set against the rocky hillside – a distance of maybe two hundred metres. Again, they were a mixture of boys and girls, and obviously residents of New Dawn.

‘Here come the juvies,’ Aaron muttered, looking even more worried.

‘Explorers,’ Holly corrected. ‘That’s the name they give them here.’

‘Yeah, everyone knows they’re kids in rehab, whatever fancy label they stick on them.’

Holly didn’t agree. She stared Aaron down. If she hadn’t been conserving her energy for the competition, she might have given him an even harder time.

The juvies, the explorers, the boot-camp/brat-camp residents of Antony Amos’s New Dawn log cabins – whatever you want to call them – approached the lake in their sleek wetsuits, bare armed and bare calved and, I had to admit, looking downright Neanderthal. That’s the reason they grabbed my attention.

Especially number 102. He came down the hill, between some tall junipers, out of the long shadows on to the beach. The top half of his wetsuit lay in folds around his waist, leaving his chest and shoulders exposed to the early morning sun. And, wow, I’m talking serious muscles. They bunched up around his neck and shoulders then smoothed out over his chest and abs in sleek, undulating curves. There was no body hair on view – did he wax? But the hair on his head was long and blond – kind of Viking. Anyway, primitive and strong was the overwhelming impression.

Then there was number 98. He was taller, more basketball than football, rangy and loose-limbed. His dark hair was cut short, his skin was mixed race, maybe more white than black in his family history but anyway beautiful. His wetsuit fitted like a second skin, and actually yeah, I admit I was looking at these guys like objects. Then again, I’d just spent part of my two-month escape to Europe in artists’ studios attending life classes, looking at naked bodies and trying and often failing to make the appropriate marks on paper and canvas.

Two girls followed through the trees, carrying their swimming caps and goggles in their hands. One wore her dark hair in two thick braids and looked scarily serious, like she didn’t ever smile. She scowled and didn’t make eye contact with anyone as she reached the crowded beach and gave off don’t-mess-with-me signals, which the other girl had to heed.

Her buddy wasn’t like the others, I noticed. She was more delicate and nervy. There was no strutting her stuff, no guard up against the curious stares of the Bitterroot crowd. I mean, we were all staring at the juvies and not necessarily in a friendly way, with a fair amount of suspicion in the ether.

‘Whose idea was it to make the event this big?’ Aaron sighed. ‘Why not limit entries to regular college kids?’

‘Because the New Dawn team want to push the envelope,’ Holly told him.

‘This is part of a new reintegration programme. From what I hear there’ll be a lot more so get used to it.’

‘I’m not … I didn’t mean it that way.’

‘I know you didn’t,’ I sympathized, preferring to think that Aaron was worried about sheer volume of entries, envisaging all the athletes sprinting together into the lake, jostling and shoulder-charging for the best starting point to give them the shortest distance to the finish line.

‘So where’s Orlando?’ Holly asked as she spotted Grace and Jude climbing out of his red Cherokee. She waved again and beckoned our buddies over.

‘On a plane somewhere …’

‘I thought you said he’d be here Friday.’

‘Yeah,’ I spoke over her. ‘That was the plan.’ And he wasn’t here, was he? All for the sake of three hundred dollars.

Just then my phone buzzed with a text message. Orlando. ‘He’s in the airport as we speak,’ I reported through gritted teeth as Jude and Grace joined us.

‘Look at you – you look so cool!’ were Grace’s first words. She looked like the old, pre-dark angel Grace – soft, fair-haired and curly with wide grey eyes, all over golden, as if evil had never touched her on Black Rock and there’d been no Ezra, no seduction, or any attempt to drag her on to the dark side and steal her soul. I can’t tell you how happy this made me feel.

Grace’s hug was gentle, her open smile told me how glad she was to see me back. Likewise Jude.

‘Where’s Orl—?’

‘Don’t ask,’ Holly warned.

‘So tell!’ she invited, her eyes still smiling.

‘Tell you what?’

‘How come you didn’t stay away until the year end? Was it Orlando? Did you miss him too much?’ Joined-at-the-hip, loved-up Grace obviously couldn’t imagine being apart from Jude for two days let alone two months and again I took this as a good thing, given what they’d been through at Black Eagle Lodge earlier this year.

‘Actually it’s my mom,’ I told her. ‘She’s in hospital for tests. The neurology department at Denver General – a brain scan, other stuff.’

‘Oh, Tania,’ Grace sighed, and she slipped her arm through mine.

‘No results yet, but I wanted to be home with them.’

‘Europe can wait,’ Jude agreed.

Gulping back my emotions, I switched topics. ‘I did have an awesome time, met some amazing people.’

‘Went shopping, bought some fabulous clothes,’ Holly added, quieter since I’d dropped in the news about my mom.

‘Visited the Louvre, saw the Mona Lisa. It’s so small – no bigger than this!’

‘So you’re still planning on being an artist?’ Grace asked as I sketched out a small rectangle in the air. We huddled together to let the stencilled competitors pass on their way to the starting point, skull caps on, goggles down, wading into the water.

‘Wish me luck.’ Holly took a deep breath. Her goggles made her look like a sexy aviator.

‘Go, girl! Good luck! Get out there and whup ass!’ we said non-ironically. We all really wanted her to win.

‘Right now I’m more into film,’ I told Grace. ‘The early experimental stuff – Andy Warhol, Gillian Wearing, Stefano Cagol.’

She looked at me like I was an alien. ‘Stop, my brain hurts.’

‘And this from the psychology major!’ We laughed and watched Holly step into the water with one hundred and twenty other competitors.

There was a whole heap of noise, a lot of splashing, high expectations. Beyond the swarm of swimmers at the lake’s edge was an expanse of calm, silvery water, broken only by an island in the middle of the lake – a low, misty green mound with pine trees surrounding a rocky peak – and way beyond that the dam that diverted Prayer River to allow this lake to form, so old and familiar it almost seemed part of the landscape. But it wasn’t. The twenty-metre barrier was built fifty years ago to a design by an engineer called Luke Turner. He created a lake where before there was only a river running through a valley, drowning ranches, pasture land, streets, hotels, houses – the entire frontier town of West Point – in order to provide water for Bitterroot.

Back when I was eight years old we had a school visit from one of the workers on the construction project – a really old guy who described in detail how they built the dam and flooded the valley, how they watched the water rise above barn rooftops until only a couple of church spires and the island with the pine trees were visible – nothing else. Church spires with crosses that you can still see in a dry summer when the water level drops.

Aged eight I spent a long time wondering what happened to the graves in the West Point churchyards. Did they dig them up and move the bodies before they let the water in?

I didn’t remember that until now, staring out at the smooth surface of the lake beyond the triathletes. Somehow it seemed connected with the water snake of my nightmare, the two-headed monster, even though there was no logical link, only the cold sensation on my skin, the fear of the murky depths beneath the silver surface.

But I love water, I reminded myself – the way it buoys you up when you lie on your back with Orlando and stare at the stars. Midnight swimmers.

And because water is the opposite of fire. ‘Nowhere to run!’ Zoran Brancusi had mocked me as I fled for my life through the smoke. Fire lights up the sky, turns the world to ash. A tree had exploded into flames above my head, the dark land had burned.

The yells and splashes at the water’s edge demanded that I shut out the past and concentrate on present time. Breathe, focus on the race, remember that Orlando was this very minute driving from the airport towards the lake. Be still, my beating heart.

‘Do you see Holly?’ Grace asked me. ‘Did she get a good position?’

Jude, Aaron and I all tried to pick out our girl in the mêlée. Aaron was the first to spot her black and gold suit. ‘See, over on the right-hand side.’ He explained to us her starting strategy. ‘She didn’t want to get stuck in the middle. She wanted to avoid the crowd.’

The mid-section contained many of the bulked-up New Dawn competitors, who were using their elbows and shouldering opponents aside to hold their position in the pack, so I thought Holly’s plan was a good one. ‘This is worse than football,’ I sighed, picking out numbers 102 and 98. ‘Does anyone ever get hurt?’

‘There’s an open-water survival technique,’ Aaron told us. ‘If you get behind a bunch of slow swimmers, you protect your face from getting kicked by swimming catch-up style with one arm braced out in front of you. But the best plan is to start on the outside the way Holly is doing, and work hard at the beginning to stay way out in front of the others. She’s been working on her surge power.’

‘You bet she has,’ Grace murmured. We all knew Holly and her will to win.

‘So when does it all begin?’ Jude wondered, looking around for a guy with a starter gun.

It wasn’t a gun but a klaxon, as it turned out.

A young guy came down the hill – a little older than the other New Dawners, but not by much – not more than twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. He was dressed in a white T and jeans, dusty hiking boots and a black Stetson. It struck me he was the only guy this side of a movie camera who could make a Stetson look cool, like he wore it to keep sun and rain off his face, not for any other reason.

I’ll take a little time here. He loped out from under the trees carrying the klaxon that would start the race, looking around the beach area with startling blue eyes that seemed to take in every detail. He observed, he waited for competitors to notice that he’d arrived. Only when he was happy that he had everyone’s attention did he set off across the pebble beach towards the edge of the lake.

‘Would you look at that!’ Grace said under her breath. We girls had long-term boyfriends – we weren’t meant to register our admiration of stranger hunks, not when one of those boyfriends stood next to us and the other was en route all the way from Dallas to join us.

But stare we did – at a guy who, come to think of it, could have stood in front of any movie-camera lens and passed the hunk test with his perfectly shaped jaw, full lips and columbine-blue eyes that would stop your heart dead. And the rest – long limbs, triangle torso, slim hips …

‘OK, so you all see the green chequered flag to the left of the island?’ Stetson guy asked the athletes. He didn’t have to raise his voice to make himself heard – he’d been spotted and the competitors had immediately fallen silent. They looked at the distant flag and nodded. ‘This is a one-and-a-half-kilometre swim,’ he reminded them. ‘You reach the flag, swim around it in an anticlockwise direction then head back here to the shore. Got it?’

The competitors nodded and fired themselves up for the start.

‘See the boats?’ our guy asked.

It looked like he was in sole charge. He pointed out two small boats, motors idling in an inlet about two hundred metres along the shore. ‘They’ll come and help out if they see anyone in trouble.’

The competitors stayed silent, listening to every word. You could feel the tension rising.

‘When you reach the shore and finish this section of the race, you need to head straight for the stand containing your bikes. Each bike is numbered. Choose the correct one, the one that corresponds to your entry number. The cycling section runs in a northerly direction along the track by Prayer River. You’ll see orange ribbons tied to the trees – follow these markers for 5k until you reach the highway. After that you’ll cycle around Bitterroot on a 25k route, clearly marked and with marshals directing traffic.’

‘I’d rather die!’ Grace whispered with exaggerated weariness, and I agreed. And we hadn’t even got to the running part yet. I watched the athletes, especially the New Dawn kids, give Stetson-guy every ounce of their attention. Fists were clenched and adrenalin was definitely starting to pump, even amongst spectators.

At last he was through with the instructions. You could cut the silence with a knife as he raised the klaxon, waiting for the triathletes to turn and face the water.

The sudden blare from the horn made me jump. Grace grabbed Jude’s arm. Aaron’s gaze was fixed on Holly; he was praying that her surge tactic would pay off.

Waaagh! The klaxon sounded, the swimmers plunged into the water waist deep, then they threw themselves full length. Everything was white foam and kicking, flailing limbs. They were off.

A hundred and twenty swimmers swam for the chequered flag. Heads bobbed, arms whirled, legs kicked.

‘Crazy,’ Grace sighed.

Jude stayed quiet. Serious asthma holds him back big time. Otherwise, my guess is he’d have loved to be in there swimming.

I agreed with Grace – all this sweat and competitive effort – crazy! I was still looking over my shoulder, only half paying attention.

‘I’ve lost Holly – I can’t pick her out,’ Aaron reported anxiously from the water’s edge.

A posse, a gaggle, a herd of athletes still thrashed through the water, destroying the peace. A few super-swimmers surged ahead but most were still bunched together about five hundred metres out, creating people soup.

A black truck pulled up in the parking lot – at last! I turned from the shore and ran.

Orlando stepped out of his dad’s truck. My boyfriend’s dark hair was shorter; he was wearing a new black jacket. Two months and a hundred metres separated us. I was running, he was running, we flew into each others’ arms.

He held me tight. I leaned my head on his shoulder, wrapped my arms around his waist, breathed him in. When he kissed me I knew he hadn’t found a new girl, that his heart was still mine.

‘You look amazing,’ he murmured, unclasping my arms and stepping back so he could take a longer look.

‘You too.’ My heart beat fast, I felt dizzy with joy to be gazing into his grey eyes, to be reaching up to run my fingers over his smooth, cool cheek, his soft lips. All I wanted to do was jump in the truck and get the hell back to my house on Becker Hill. ‘Oh God, I missed you!’

‘I’m sorry about yesterday.’

‘Don’t. It’s cool.’

‘I missed you every single day. But I needed the extra three hundred.’

‘It’s OK, honestly.’

‘I hadn’t planned for this trip and Dallas is expensive. I have to move out of my apartment to a cheaper place.’

‘Where will you move to? Who with?’

I plan to share a room with a guy called Ryan. He’s on my course.’

‘Is he OK about it? Will there be space for all your stuff? God, I sound like your mom!’

Orlando smiled and pulled me back in for more kisses. ‘How was Europe?’ he mumbled.

‘Exciting. Confusing. Different. But it’s really helped.’

‘You feel better?’ he checked.

I nodded. ‘I so needed to break free from what happened on Black Rock – literally to put a physical distance between me and the whole Zoran trauma.’

‘Cool,’ he sighed, then kissed me some more.

‘When I go back, swear you’ll visit,’ I urged.

‘If I can find the airfare. You’re going back for sure?’

I nodded. ‘Mom made me promise. Before I stepped on the plane in Paris, she laid down a condition: “Only come home if you buy a return ticket.”’

‘What date do you fly back?’

‘It’s an open return.’

‘Any news from the hospital?’

‘Not yet. Later today maybe.’ I was clinging on to his hand, I realized, holding on like I would never let him go. Spectators stood on the shoreline behind us, yelling their support for the swimmers. And two new people were walking down the track from the direction of the New Dawn cabins – a girl with short dark hair wearing sunglasses, white capri pants and a pale pink shirt, and an older, grey-haired guy with glasses. They walked through the parking lot on their way to join the noisy group by the shore.

A nightmare vision slams hard against the backs of my retinas, giving me a flash of pain. I see decomposing bodies escape from underwater coffins and drift up through murky water – whole skulls and ribs lurk out of sight, tiny metatarsals bob on a dark, oily surface.

Hell is always close to where I stand – a blink of the eye and I’m there.

Orlando realized that I’d got the queasy, gut-wrenching feeling that comes with my visions and he grabbed hold of my hand and held it tight.

‘That was Antony Amos!’ he whispered after they’d passed by, in the breathy tone of an anthropologist who’s just spotted a rare Amazonian tribesman. Amos moved back into the neighbourhood seven or eight years ago, but he’s hardly ever seen in public.

I was still intent on putting a lid on the nightmare vision so I didn’t waste more than a glance on the writer and his chic companion. In the flesh our local celeb didn’t look too much out of the ordinary, I thought. Rather tall but slighter than he looked on screen at the Oscar ceremonies, though the swept-back grey hair and tailored shirt did cut him out from the jeans and sweatshirt crowd. ‘He’s the sponsor,’ I told Orlando. ‘I guess he wants to see what he’s spending his money on. Hey, what do you say we get out of here, back to my place?’

Orlando grinned and started to pull me towards the truck. We’d have been reversing out of our spot and totally out of there in under a minute if it wasn’t for what happened next.
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The crowd on the shore fell suddenly silent, but only for a split second. Then people started to point and yell, a warning klaxon sounded, the boats in the inlet set off full throttle towards the middle of the lake.

‘Someone’s in trouble,’ Orlando realized. He took hold of my hand and we ran back to join Grace, Jude and Aaron.

‘Out there, to the left of the flag!’ Aaron pointed to a swimmer waving both arms, crying for help. ‘I knew this would happen – didn’t I say?’

That there were too many competitors all bunched together, that it was dog-eat-dog out there on the lake. I swallowed hard and focused on the girl waving her arms. ‘That’s Holly!’ I gasped.

‘But she’s not the one in trouble,’ Jude was quick to point out. ‘See the guy next to her – the one who just dove down beneath the surface? It looks like he’s searching for someone.’

‘What’s Holly doing? Why has she dropped out of the race?’ It was Orlando’s turn to ask questions as the two boats roared towards the flag. Other competitors stopped or changed course to give them a clear channel. Meanwhile, Holly quit waving and dived down to join the swimmer who had just disappeared.

Ten, twenty, thirty seconds went by and I found I was holding my breath. The boats reached the spot as the first diver broke the surface. A guy in one of the rescue boats leaned over to speak with him.

‘Holly, come up, come up!’ I muttered.

‘How long can she stay under?’ Grace asked Aaron, who ran futilely knee-deep into the water then groaned and stopped.

The second boat slowly circled the flag. Back on shore, Antony Amos and the girl in pink hurried to speak to the guy in the Stetson. Amos snatched what looked like a two-way radio receiver from the race starter.

‘Holly, please come up!’ we all prayed.

At last, after what seemed an impossible length of time, Holly’s head broke the surface. She yelled to the nearest boat, pointed frantically into the water.

Meanwhile the first diver had strapped on a yellow life vest handed to him by a guy in the nearest rescue boat. He let himself be raised out of the water then flopped face down on the deck. On shore, a crowd gathered around Amos and his girl companion.

‘We lost a swimmer,’ Amos reported to his companion after he’d spoken to a lifeguard on the first boat. ‘Number 85 saw him go down. Number 102 went after him then 85 followed.’

‘Who’s missing? Do we have his number?’ the girl asked.

‘Tell Holly – number 85 – tell her to get on board a boat!’ Aaron broke in between Amos and the starter. ‘We don’t know what the deepwater currents are like out there. Tell her to quit playing the hero!’

But the organizers had more important things to establish before they started thinking about Holly’s heroics. Amos clicked a switch then spoke into the radio. ‘Give us the number of the missing swimmer.’

There was another click. ‘43, repeat 43.’

‘Is it one of us?’ Amos asked the starter, his hand shaking as he clutched the radio.

‘Number 43 – Conner Steber.’ The guy with the klaxon sounded certain but he pulled a printed list from his pocket to check anyway.

‘Conner,’ the girl repeated softly. She let out a soft sigh, a confirmation that the missing swimmer belonged to New Dawn.

‘Holly!’ Knee-deep in the lake, Aaron yelled her name as many of the athletes realized what was happening, abandoned the race and began to head back to shore. Holly must have heard the call but chose to ignore it, taking a deep breath and diving down a second time. Almost simultaneously, two members of the rescue team jumped from the second boat to join the search.

Amos clicked the switch to speak again. ‘What happened exactly?’

‘We’re not sure. All we know is number 43 went under and 102 couldn’t find him. 85 and two of our guys are down there to try again.’

‘Tell her to quit!’ Aaron begged.

The starter nodded then took the radio from Amos. ‘Ziegler here. Get 85 out of the water and into a boat. When she comes up, don’t let her dive again.’

‘I hear you,’ the rescuer replied. ‘Here she comes.’

There was a gasp of relief amongst the crowd as Holly’s head reappeared a second time. We saw the rescue boat glide towards her, watched as a woman in the boat flung her a vest and talked hard at her, eventually grabbing her by the arm and hauling her on board.

A groan followed the gasp – the two professional rescue divers had just returned to the surface and were hauling a dark, motionless shape with them. I shuddered and held fast to Orlando’s hand. Down in the depths there was a whole town. I imagined streets with wooden sidewalks worn away by the water, steel and timber skeletons of houses, gas stations and grocery stores, spires with rusting crosses. Now only the bones of the dead jostled at shop counters and sat in weed-veiled Sunday best along the church pews. The divers swam slowly towards the nearest boat, hauling their burden with them. Close to the shore, distressed swimmers turned back to look and cry out. ‘Oh my God!’ ‘Can you believe it?’ ‘Don’t even look!’

‘Is it Conner?’ Ziegler asked, eyes narrowed, staring out across the water.

‘Conner Steben,’ the rescuer confirmed.

‘Any vital signs?’

There was a long pause while the divers struggled to hand their find over to the team in the boat.

And I’m still down there in the deep, dark water, amongst the skulls. A cold current draws me down, a strong pull of water which I can’t fight because my arms hang useless, my legs refuse to kick and my lungs, my heart are choked with weeds. My eyes are blind. I sink, I twist. I roll this way and that.

Click. We hear a muffled reply from the boat. ‘We found a pulse,’ the tense voice reports. ‘Call an ambulance. We’re heading for the shore.’



Extreme emotion is hard to read. Jaws clench, lips are stretched in joy and agony, both the same.

So I couldn’t make out if Antony Amos and the starter were relieved or disappointed that the kid from their community was still alive as the rescue boat reached the shore and two divers carried him through the shallows on a stretcher, laid him out on the pebbles and stood back to let a paramedic try every technique she knew to resuscitate him.

All I saw of the half-drowned swimmer was a glimpse of grey and black wetsuit, a face turned towards me with eyes staring wide, mouth gaping open and a slick of dark-blond hair plastered to his forehead.

A crowd closed in with mixed motives, I realized. Some hoped the kid would make it, even praying aloud. Others with phone cameras at the ready just wanted an image to post on Facebook. Still in charge, Ziegler piled in and roughly shoved the rubber-neckers aside.

‘Cancel the event,’ we heard Amos instruct the girl in the pink shirt. Back in control of his facial muscles, he turned to her. ‘Aurelie, call your brother. Tell him to contact the traffic marshals, send them home.’

‘Papa, are you sure?’ She spoke with a foreign accent – maybe French, maybe Italian. ‘Shouldn’t we wait until—’

‘Call Jean-Luc,’ Amos insisted. He looked at the swimmers wading out of the water, spotted number 102 in his life jacket, still breathing hard and standing hands on hips slightly apart from the action. ‘Tell Jarrold to go to his cabin,’ he ordered the girl, who this time didn’t resist.

She went and spoke quietly to 102. He turned and walked barefoot up the hill without glancing back, his long fair hair dripping on to his shoulders. No one said thanks for trying to save a kid from drowning.

They ignored Holly too, who by this time was sitting with Aaron, huddled in the shade of the nearest trees. Nobody expressed any gratitude for raising the alarm and diving down to the rescue. Maybe that would come later, we told ourselves.

In any case, no one was doing much talking while the paramedic worked. The CPR kit was out, she was kneeling over the patient, intent on airway management, attaching a resuscitation bag to the mask strapped around his face.

‘Is he going to make it?’ Grace whispered to Jude, who shook his head in a don’t-know way.

We stared in silence and watched the medic finally give up on clearing the airways. She shook her head, removed the mask and stood up. Game over. The kid lay on his back, eyes staring, his lips turning blue.



‘How long was he under the water in total?’ Orlando asked.

Holly was still in a state of shock. She didn’t answer.

‘What exactly happened – did anyone see?’ Jude added.

We’d driven up to Holly’s house next to mine on Becker Hill, persuaded her to change out of her triathlon gear into bright-blue sweats, made her drink a lot of water and sat with her until we were sure she was OK. We all had that shock-induced empty feeling in the pits of our stomachs and numbness in our brains.

‘This is bad news for the New Dawn people,’ Aaron sighed.

‘It’s bad news, period,’ I said. A sunny day had turned to tragedy and it had happened at Turner Lake – my favourite spot in the whole world. And my nightmare visions had started over.

‘I’m starting to wish I’d stayed in Europe,’ I whispered to Orlando.

‘It’s OK,’ he reassured me. ‘I can see what happening to you but I promise we’ll get through this – you and me together.’

‘You don’t know how it feels, deep down,’ I groaned. ‘This time it’s like I’m drowning, gasping for air. I come out of it and I can hardly breathe!’

‘It’s cool, I’m here,’ was all he could say as he held me tight.

The paramedic had given up on Conner Steben and covered his face. Antony Amos had watched her pack away her kit then had walked slowly up to the cabins with Ziegler and the girl who’d called him papa.

I thought how lonely Conner’s last journey – the drive to the hospital morgue – must have been.

I saw his face under the water, tilted up towards the light. The picture in my head was as real as the room I was sitting in now, shockingly vivid but with a weird underwater silence – a white face tilted upwards, eyes open but unseeing, fair hair billowing forward across his brow. I saw him sink without a fight to the bottom of the lake, just letting himself drift down. I hoped it was peaceful, that there were no monsters, no two-headed serpents writhing in the muddy bed, rising to meet him.

‘How are you doing?’ Orlando asked me as he squeezed my hand.

‘I’m good,’ I murmured, though my body language told him different. I was hunched on Holly’s sofa, arms crossed, shivering.

‘Holly, did you actually see him go under?’ Jude was the curious one who pushed her to speak.

She nodded then frowned and shook her head. She too was shivering.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to pressurize you,’ Jude mumbled after an elbow nudge from Grace.

‘No, it’s cool. I need to vent,’ Holly said in a shaky voice. ‘The worst thing is, I thought I caught sight of him – the first time I dived down.’ She paused for a long time and we waited uneasily. ‘Yeah, I did see him. But I couldn’t reach him. I had to come up for air.’

‘Was he conscious?’

Maybe Jude should take up a career as a forensic scientist.

Again Holly shook her head. ‘I guess not. He wasn’t trying to save himself. He was just kind of drifting down, going with the underwater currents. Anyway, when I dived down a second time, he’d disappeared.’

‘And by that time Jarrold – number 102 – had been hauled into the boat and you were the only one left trying to save him until the rescue people joined in.’

‘I kept on searching as long as my lungs would hold out,’ Holly said. Her eyelids flickered at the painful memory and she began to cry. ‘I said to myself, he must be here somewhere: he can’t just vanish.’

‘But the currents …’ Jude pointed out. ‘And the lake must be forty metres deep at that point.’

‘I saw him and I couldn’t save him,’ Holly whispered, turning her face towards Aaron and burying it against his chest. This was the one fact she couldn’t get her head around.

‘You did everything you could,’ he told her gently then steered her away from the guilt that was tearing her apart. ‘It was crazy out there – too many people. Something bad was bound to happen.’

‘That’s right. That’s exactly what you said before the race started,’ Jude remembered. ‘It was up to the organizers to stagger the start.’

‘I guess there’ll be an investigation.’ Orlando tried to think ahead. ‘An autopsy, a pathologist’s report, that kind of stuff.’

Oh, didn’t we have enough of this on Black Rock – of kids dying in weird circumstances, of parents having to be informed?

The battle between good and bad angels hadn’t only been about Grace. Jude had been dragged in too. Plus me, of course. I relived Zoran’s party and the time the love thief had tried to snatch me away from Orlando – spectacular Daniel in his sun god costume, dancing me to the edge of darkness.

Then a boy called Oliver had walked out of Black Eagle Lodge and fallen into a sink hole – a burning underground chamber, the gateway to hell. The Forest Service rescue team had found him and carried his body off the mountain. That was the reason I’d fled to Europe, to escape the memory of these things.

‘I’ll take you home,’ Orlando offered, seeing how I was reacting. He raised me from the sofa and led me towards the door.

‘You all want to know what happened to Conner before he went down?’ Holly asked, her voice suddenly loud and clear. She had stood up, as if she had wanted to make an announcement. ‘I was there. I can tell you.’

‘So were twenty or thirty other guys,’ Aaron reminded her, wanting to spare her the responsibility and Conner. ‘I could have reached out and touched him.’ The glazed look in her eyes told us she was back there in the surge of bodies through cold, clear water, rocking in the wake of other swimmers, cutting through the waves.

‘Connor got kicked in the head,’ she announced. ‘Wham! Right between the eyes. One kick was all it took. He went under, dropped to the bottom like a stone.’



‘Shit happens,’ Orlando told me after he got me back home.

The day was still sunny and there was light streaming into the house as we sat on the porch overlooking the mountains. A wind rustled through the trees and shook golden leaves from their branches. The sky was a deep, impossible blue.

‘I know it does. I’m good, thanks.’

‘There’s nothing weird. A pure accident, that’s all.’ Orlando knew I was still wrestling my demons and he was trying to help.

‘Thanks.’ I managed to smile at him.

He spoke with total conviction. ‘This has no connection with what happened with Zoran on Black Rock.’

‘I know.’ I sighed, I closed my eyes, fought the vision of Zoran Brancusi strutting his rock-star stuff to a pounding drumbeat, melting, shape shifting into a black-winged demon, rising with me into the night.

‘You fought him, you won.’ Orlando refused to let me go there. He held my hand and fought to draw me back into the light. ‘It’s over.’

‘It’s never over,’ I sighed. ‘Anyway, another kid has died. Conner Steben. We knew nothing about him, but somewhere there must be parents who would have to be told.

Frustrated, Orlando left me for a while and walked in amongst the aspens at the bottom of the garden, hands in pockets, staring at the ground. One of the doves from the pair I saw yesterday rose from a branch with a whistling flurry of feathers. Only one? What had happened to its mate, I wondered.

I watched it fly. It struck me as sad and lonely, and I cast my mind back to the family tragedy that had taken place here on this plot on Becker Hill. Before my dad had built our house, there had been a forest fire, a burnout. Three people had died – a husband, wife and baby girl. Deep in my psyche I was connected to those people, especially to Maia, the mourning mother. She’d been my good angel, my support during the worst times on Black Rock.

‘What was it like in Europe?’ Orlando asked me from the aspen stand.

‘What do you mean?’

‘How exactly was it better for you?’

‘Not so many nightmares,’ I told him. ‘No psychic episodes, so I didn’t live my life in constant fear that my dark angel would come back.’

‘It was good for us both to get away from Bitterroot,’ he agreed. ‘Plus, I was focused on my course. There was nothing in Dallas to remind me either.’

‘But did it feel real?’ I’d made a trip of a lifetime, been to all the major galleries, studied film, met cool new people. Lucky, lucky. But there was a barrier there, like I was trapped inside a bubble, not making contact.

Orlando walked back towards me, stopped with one foot on the porch, leaned in and gazed at me intently. ‘Yeah, Tania, it did. Real and important. I’m totally into what I’m studying. There’s a History of Theatre Costume module – that’s my favourite.’

I nodded, glad that he had a key into the future, a door to open which I still didn’t know how to find. Maybe with him – with Orlando – I could. ‘OK,’ I decided. ‘You’re right. We’re through with all that stuff.’

He smiled with relief and took me inside the house. Goodbye, post-traumatic stress and paranoia. Hello, real world.



Did it seem inappropriate to make love with Orlando with all that was going on around us – Mom in hospital and the dead kid in the lake? The thought flitted through my head, stayed about five seconds and left.

Then I was in the moment, in his arms, feeling the smooth warmth of his skin and sighing, kissing, telling him how much I’d missed this. After two whole months so strange, so familiar.

I love the way Orlando scoops me off the floor and lets me wrap myself around him. I love the effect of being so close to his face that his grey eyes and dark lashes blur. We lie on the bed and I eat up every bit of him. He gives himself totally. It was like our first moonlit time all over again. And afterwards the afternoon sun slanted across the bed and we talked.

‘Are you OK now?’ he asked, stroking my face with the pad of his thumb, smoothing it across the arch of my eyebrow.

I let my eyes close then half open for the blurred-vision effect I love. ‘Yeah, when I’m here with you, I’m good.’

‘I’m scared for you,’ he admitted. ‘All the time. I just want to know you’re OK.’

‘I’m good,’ I insisted. The sunlight was dappled and warm, I was where I most wanted to be. ‘And I’ll be better still when we get the results from Mom’s scan.’

‘I love you,’ he told me for the tenth, maybe eleventh time. ‘And listen, you’re not the only one with extra-sensory perception. It’s my turn – I have a gut feeling.’

‘About what?’

He smiled a brave smile, which I tried to mirror. ‘Your mom is going to get through this. Everything will work out fine.’

I lay back and closed my eyes, let Orlando’s comforting words flow through me. At that moment in time I would have believed black was white – anything so long as it was him who told me.



‘“Mourning dove – Zenaida macroura.”’ Dad read from his Native Birds of America book, which weighed a ton. He had opened it and spread it out on the kitchen table to identify the new visitor to our aspens – the lone, greyish-brown dove with the black wings markings and the soft pink belly. There was still no sign of her mate – missing, presumed dead.

‘Mom has to stay for more tests,’ Dad had told Orlando and me when he arrived home alone from the hospital.

‘More tests?’ We were wrong: we hadn’t expected this. Mom should have been with us, she should be here, sinking down on the sofa and asking for a glass of red wine, saying ‘Thank God that’s over!’ They should have given her pills to cure her headaches.

‘Yeah. Doctor is very thorough. Blood tests, more scans.’

‘Do they know what’s wrong? Can I call her?’

‘Not yet. Call tomorrow. She sleeps now.’ Dad had kept it short as always but he’d sounded calm, not as abrupt as the bare, Romanian-accented words look on the page. Calm and strong – as always, come to think of it. ‘She’s fine, Tania. Doctor is good. Knows what he’s doing. Mom says no problem.’

And he’d got beer from the fridge, sat on the porch a while then spotted the lone dove. He’d taken down his most recent doorstop volume, sitting on the shelf alongside the political histories and literary biographies to identify the visitor. ‘“Also known as the rain dove, up to six broods per year, two squabs per brood.”’

‘Let me see the picture,’ I insisted. Yeah, I recognized the flash of white on the wings, the dark eyes, the reddish legs and feet.

‘“A popular game bird,”’ Dad read on. ‘“Up to seventy million are shot annually for sport.”’
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