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For Big Charlie and Little Charlie.
… and for Olive, Bel Bel and Bear.













I sing The Fox Came Out


On a Chilly Night


and Bobby, my favorite


Mongoloid sings Fox to me.


ANNE SEXTON















Clancy Fox waited on the back verandah, his eyes fixed on a horizon just visible beyond the edge of his mountain. There’d been nothing but rain for days, and even though the sky had cleared over the morning, he knew in his gut that the worst was yet to come. Black clouds roiled through the sky, turning like bodies tangled up in bedsheets.


Clancy made his kids stay inside, even after the rain let up. He looked through the open door behind him, across the kitchen and into the living room. River was in her mum’s armchair, biting her nails and staring out the window, a trapped animal. She wore a white nightie, and her red hair was loose around her shoulders. David sat by the fireplace with a stack of books, as if he was going to be there for days.


George was down the other end of the verandah having a durry. Clancy couldn’t tell what his best mate was thinking – maybe he was feeling grateful that they were all far away from the rain and mudslides, thunder and black clouds. Or maybe George was thinking about when he’d be able to get down Clancy’s mountain and fortify his shack for the worst of the storm still to come.


‘Still in a lull,’ George said hopefully.


‘The eye, more like,’ answered Clancy. ‘You seen that?’ He pointed beyond the drop-off.


George nodded. ‘Might be worth heading down now. Catch a bit of calm while we have it.’


‘It’s … quiet. Not calm.’


George’s hand shook, slightly, as he finished what was left of his durry.


Clancy walked back inside and told the kids he was leaving to check on the shack. River didn’t want to stay. ‘No, Dad.’ She tugged his shirt with her damp, nail-bitten hand. ‘I can help. I can.’


He didn’t respond to her. Instead he spoke to his son. ‘Keep an eye on your sister.’


David nodded without looking up from his book.


Clancy kicked the boy’s foot. ‘You hear me?’


‘Sheesh, Dad. Yes, alright, I’ll keep her inside.’


Clancy and George dressed for the weather. Akubras, Blundstones, boot covers and riding coats. They took the ute, but Clancy drove slower than usual because the mountain drive was sheer and he’d seen the power of an angry mudslide.


‘Might not be much there,’ he said gently, as they crept down the road.


‘Anything is worth saving,’ said George.


They reached the walking track that led in from the road to George’s place. Clancy turned the ute off the road, and they went the rest of the way on foot. While they were walking, the rain started back up.


By the time they got to the shack, it was gone.


The roof was in the creek, and the structure itself had toppled sideways. A broken tree had pierced through one window and out another as if the shack were a harpooned whale. It took them most of the afternoon to find what was left of George’s belongings, carry them up to the road, load them into the ute and bring it all back to the main house. George didn’t say much as they unloaded his life from the sodden ute tray and spread it across the concrete floor of Clancy’s shed.


They were just lifting George’s small kitchen table out of the tray when Clancy heard the front door of the house open.


‘Hear that?’ he asked.


The front door slammed.


George nodded.


‘Bloody kids.’


‘Better check on ’em, aye.’


Clancy walked around the fence to the front of the house. The gate was open. He crossed the lawn and walked inside. His son was waiting right inside the door. David’s face was pale, and he held his arm as though it was about to spring away from him.


‘You right?’ asked Clancy.


David nodded. ‘She ran out,’ he said, and his eyes darted to the door.


‘In this? Did you try and stop her?’


David released his forearm for a moment to reveal a deep, angry bite mark in the skin just below the inside of his elbow. Bloody but not bleeding. ‘Said she would sick the tigers on me, Dad.’


‘Why’d she bite you?’ asked Clancy, panic rising inside him like rain in the water tanks out back. ‘What did you do?’


‘Nothing, Dad,’ David said, but his voice trembled.


Clancy grabbed his son by the shoulders. He dug his fingers in, the way his own da would’ve done.


‘Nothing. Honest!’


This time Clancy shook him. ‘Bullshit.’


‘I didn’t. I didn’t. I tried to make her stay inside, I swear, but she’s crazy, Dad. She bit me.’


Clancy didn’t feel his hands move, but he saw them wrap around David’s thin, pale neck. He watched his hands shake his son harder – he watched them take control of the boy’s breath, and George’s large brown hands pull them away. ‘Let him loose, mate. Let him loose.’


Clancy’s hands let go. His son slid to the ground.


George gathered the boy up in his arms, and David, who was almost sixteen, looked like a toddler again. ‘Breathe.’ George wrapped his own hand around David’s bite wound. ‘Take it easy.’


‘I didn’t do anything … I didn’t.’


Clancy left his blubbering son in the arms of his friend, embarrassed by the intimacy between them, and went to find River.


Outside, a thin trail of bare footprints led from the door to the bush. He followed them. Rain lashed the ground. The wind picked up. His Blundstones sank into the mud. He struggled to get them back out again and soon gave up. Clancy followed River in bare feet.


Hail broke from the sky with a crack. He plunged beneath the sound. The mountain shook as if in response.


‘River,’ he shouted, but the wind was louder and cut his voice to shreds before it could reach her. How could a girl survive all alone in the scrub and rain when she was only just fourteen? Where would she go? ‘River …’ The rain pounded harder into the earth. ‘River Snow Fox!’ he called again, but his voice was only another drop of rain in the thunderous din.


Clancy tried to steady his body on a nearby tree. He missed and slumped to the ground. Mud soaked through his jeans. He was just like everything else on the mountain. A falling rock, a broken tree trunk. A new wound in the side of an old body. He was the severed root and the thundering mudslide. He was the buried footprint of a girl and the cavernous mouth that had swallowed her whole.


‘Riv–’


When the tree hit his body, Clancy could no more struggle against it than the rock could struggle against the mountain. He thought of River, and his body wrapped around the trunk, embracing it as it fell. Legs, arms, spine all tangled together, rolling down the mountainside. When the tree finally stopped, Clancy was underneath.


Somewhere in the rain and mud and crashing trees, he heard a laugh, faint and far away. River? He tried to call for her, but her name was heavy and his lungs were buried beneath the tree. The laugh sounded again. Kookaburras. This time, Clancy knew River was lost. The laughter turned to cackling as the kookas gathered in the branches overhead.


The rain fell over him like broken glass. He closed his eyes.


Then the rain stopped.


Clancy opened his eyes again.


There was George, surrounded by a white mist of rain and sleet. ‘Easy, mate,’ he said. ‘We’ll get this load off you.’ The brim of his Akubra protected them both.















one


Jonah Fox caught sight of his face in the car window. It shivered like a reflection in water. He rubbed his hand against his cheek the way he had seen his dad do in the bathroom mirror before a shave. Jonah’s skin felt lumpy, like always, and he wondered how a razor could ever glide over his cheek without cutting him. He stuck out his tongue, and the reflection vanished into the darkness of the trees outside. He looked away. Jonah hated his skin. He hated the way it creased around his black eyes and stretched too-tightly over his small bones, but most of all, Jonah hated the stories his parents would tell about how he came to be the way he was. ‘You turned your skin from black to blue to grey to white,’ they said, as if it was something special, as if he wasn’t just fading away.


Jonah’s twin brother, Samson Fox, had started suffocating him before he even took his first breath.


Samson was the first to be born. He didn’t cry. Their parents said it was because he was an angel, but Jonah knew that wasn’t why Samson didn’t cry. Kids like Samson didn’t do anything without help.


Jonah came next, tangled up and dark as a bad oyster. Sometimes, he tried to imagine what it must have been like. Did his brother sit on his umbilical cord, or did he suck the air clean out of Jonah’s mouth?


His skin didn’t stay black for long. The doctors untangled him, slapped him on the back, and Jonah screamed his skin all the way from black to stormy-weather grey. It stayed grey-ish pink for weeks, his parents said. ‘We mightn’t have known it was grey, except we had Samson to compare it to,’ they said.


By the time Jonah started high school, his skin had transformed. It turned into a bumpy white mess like the inside of a Clag glue pot. Sometimes Jonah would imagine stepping into a different skin. Forgetting who he was and letting the new skin make him into something different.


‘See,’ interrupted his dad, David, as he turned the car off the road and pulled into an empty area beside a thicket of bushland. ‘I told you it was huge.’


Jonah looked out the window.


‘Huge,’ repeated Samson from the front seat. His brother always got the front, no matter how many times Jonah called shotgun.


Jonah wound down the rental car window, and the scent of fake pine air fresheners was replaced with the stink of living trees. He took a deep breath of Tasmanian air. It was cold, and he coughed. This was it? This was his granddad’s mountain?


‘Your granddad Clancy lives all the way up the top,’ said David. ‘Well, almost at the top.’


Jonah took another breath, but the air felt even colder and made his back teeth ache. ‘Are you sure we’re in the right place?’ David pointed to a wooden board shoved into the ground beside a rusty drum mailbox. No number, but someone had painted an outline of an animal on the side. It looked like a cave drawing. ‘What does that mean?’ Jonah asked.


‘It’s a fox,’ said Samson quickly. ‘Like us.’


Jonah wanted to flick his brother on the back of the ear, but he pointed to the sign instead. ‘How come it has stripes, then?’


‘It’s old and rusty,’ said Samson.


‘Are you sure this is it, Dad?’ said Jonah again.


‘I’m not likely to forget where I grew up,’ said David, annoyed.


Jonah sniffed. His nose was cold. ‘What’s it called?’


‘Your granddad never called the place anything.’ David tilted his head to the side and looked up the mountain as though he was trying to see the top. ‘Would have been better for my book sales if he had –’


‘What about on a map?’ said Jonah. He was tired of hearing about the sales of his dad’s one published book. ‘They’d have to call it something on a map.’


‘Locals call it Fox Hill, but –’ said David.


‘It’s not a hill,’ interrupted Jonah.


David ignored him and kept going. ‘Dad told me once that they used to call it Tiger Mountain.’


Jonah wished he had a map so he could check.


‘Can we get out now?’ asked Samson. ‘My legs need a stretch.’


‘Great idea.’


David and Samson uncoiled their long bodies, got out of the car and stood on either side of the road. Together they looked up at the mountain. Jonah wasn’t going to join them. Why should he? He hadn’t wanted to come to this stupid little island, and even though his dad had pulled him out of school really early, he definitely wasn’t going to get excited about living on top of a mountain with his dad, brother and an old man he’d never met.


‘Only till the end of the holidays,’ he whispered. After Christmas, their mum would come, and by the end of January they would be living in Brisbane in a new house. Jonah would start Year Nine in a new school without Samson. His dad had promised. ‘Just until the end of the holidays,’ he whispered again.


Outside the car, Samson and David both started to turn in large, looping circles, trying to see everything above. Their dad said, ‘How amazing is it … I’d almost forgotten. Look, Samson – look how far it goes.’ Samson answered in sign language, but David wasn’t looking, and Jonah couldn’t be bothered getting involved.


‘Hop out, Jonah,’ said his dad. ‘You don’t want to miss this.’


‘I’m reading.’ Jonah turned back to the book open on his lap.


‘Why don’t you get out and have a look around?’ said David.


Jonah turned a page.


‘This is going to be your new home.’


Jonah finally looked up. ‘I thought we were only here until after Christmas?’


David shook his head and glanced away. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘I think I see the house.’ Samson pointed over the car to the mountain peak.


‘As if, ’ said Jonah.


‘There, see?’


Jonah stuck his head out of the car window and stared up. The mountain loomed over him in a formless green haze. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. This time, he saw how the trees stretched up, and how the late afternoon light danced between the trunks like runaway waterfalls, and how the narrow, almost hidden dirt road waited for them. A snake in the bush.


‘Got you!’ shouted Samson, and he smiled again.


Their dad laughed.


‘Get stuffed,’ said Jonah, as he pulled his head back through the window.


‘Come on, you two,’ David said, but Jonah could hear in his voice that his heart wasn’t really in the scolding. ‘You ready, mate?’


Samson shook his head. ‘Do we have to?’


‘You’ll like it at your granddad’s, mate.’


Samson nodded and got back into the car. David tried to help him with his seatbelt, but Samson swatted him away. ‘I can do it.’


Jonah and David waited for Samson to figure out the belt lock. Finally, after what seemed like ages, there was a click.


‘Arms in,’ said David, when he turned the key in the ignition.


‘Arms in,’ repeated Samson, but he left his elbow in the open window.


David drove the rental car off the bitumen road and onto the dirt path.


Jonah stared at the words in his book without reading them. After a few minutes of driving in silence, the page flipped over. ‘Hey,’ said Jonah, as icy air poured through Samson’s open window and funnelled onto the back seat. ‘Shut the window. It’s cold.’


Samson’s big, babyish face appeared from around the seat. He stuck out his tongue.


‘Dad,’ said Jonah, ‘he’s doing it again.’


‘Dobbas wear nappies.’


‘Oh, come on, Jonah,’ said David, catching Jonah’s eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘Give your brother a break.’


Samson signed something into the space between his seat and their dad’s.


‘Use your words, mate,’ said David, without taking his eyes off the road.


‘Yeah, mate,’ repeated Jonah.


‘The air is not cold,’ said Samson stiffly.


‘Remember what we talked about before we left this morning?’ David asked. ‘You don’t always feel the cold … Remember?’


Samson nodded and slowly wound the window up.


Jonah stared through his closed window, the book resting in his lap. The air outside was white, almost like smoke, but he hardly noticed. He was imagining what his granddad, Clancy Fox, might be like.


The dirt road snaked out in front of them, sometimes twisting and widening, sometimes narrowing. Twice it disappeared altogether, and his dad had to drive the car over ferns and grass to get to the road on the other side. They went up and up, following the thickening white air as it coiled around the mountain.


‘Didn’t you like it here?’ asked Jonah. ‘Why didn’t you stay?’


His dad didn’t answer.


Samson wriggled down into his seat and shoved his face into a rolled-up blanket he’d wedged against the window.


‘Dad?’ Jonah asked again.


‘I don’t know,’ said David. ‘Your granddad and I don’t see eye to eye. It’s complicated.’


There was a dull thump in front of Jonah, and Samson’s face flopped onto the window. His breath misted the glass.


David turned the steering wheel, and the car swirled around a bend in the road. ‘He thought your mum and I were too young to get married.’ After a long pause he said, ‘We probably were.’


‘Will we have to share a room again?’ asked Jonah, and he pushed his knee into the back of his sleeping brother’s seat.


‘I don’t think so. I’m not sure.’


‘You said the house has three bedrooms?’


Their eyes met briefly in the rear-view mirror, then David looked away. ‘You don’t mind sharing, do you? Samson always makes your bed.’


‘He can’t do hospital corners.’


‘What does Mum always say? If you adjust your expectations, then you won’t be disappointed.’


Jonah looked out the window again. Thin grey trees moved past them slowly, like fence posts in the suburbs. Jonah felt frustrated, itchy even. Ready to get to Clancy’s house and ready to leave it again. Maybe this was how his dad had felt when he was Jonah’s age. Creeping up and down the mountain while he went to school or came home from town. ‘What if Clancy hates us?’ Jonah asked quietly. But what he actually meant was, What if Clancy hates Samson?


‘He’s your granddad. He won’t hate you.’


‘I hate us.’


David glanced at him again, and Jonah wished they were face-to-face instead of looking at each other through a reflection. He wished his dad would smile or reach back between the seats, like his mum sometimes did, and take his hand. But David’s eyes darted back to the road. ‘It won’t be long now.’


People say there’s no pain like the pain of losing a child, and Clancy knew the truth of that more than most. He knew the missing, the aching. He knew the unending, circling misery of letting a child slip through his fingers, but he also knew the sorrow of forgetting, and being forgotten.


On the day his son was due to return to his mountain, Clancy wondered if he’d got it around the wrong way, loving his lost girl and forgetting his living boy. But parents had favourites, and any that said otherwise were pulling their own leg.


From the moment Clancy first held his second child, the quiet, blood-soaked daughter, he knew what he’d been missing with his grasping, noisy son. River Snow Fox was born eyes open, hands already making fists, with a full head of red curly hair, black eyes and rusty brown skin. She didn’t scream, only stared, blinking so loud he could hear it click from across the room. In those quickly passing minutes, Clancy tied himself to River Fox.


River Fox, however, tied herself to something she followed into the trees and sang to her side. Something Clancy hadn’t been able to forget, or let be. Something he’d hung up, like a warning in his house, many, many years ago. Something he now took off his kitchen wall to keep his grandsons safe.


Clancy folded the pelt over. One fold, then another. He smoothed it with his hands. It hadn’t been folded or put away in years. When his da was alive, the pelt lived in the linen cupboard at the end of the hallway. After his da died, Clancy hung it on six nails he’d hammered into the kitchen wall. He could tell Essie didn’t like the pelt. She never said, but Clancy could tell. He never mentioned it, though. Back then, they were still newlyweds and treated each other like horses about to spook.


Now, standing in his empty kitchen, Clancy folded the pelt so the head was on top, but then thought better of it. He shook the pelt, one, two, three, like a wet shirt about to be hung out to dry. Orange and black unfurled over the table. This time he folded the pelt with the head tucked under one of the shoulders, hiding the open mouth and dark black eyes. It looked as though the tiger was sleeping.


His old red mutt, Queenie, was half under the kitchen table. She lifted her head and stared. Clancy couldn’t tell if she was checking on him, or annoyed at being disturbed. ‘Stay,’ he said. Queenie answered by curling her white-tipped tail all the way around her body like a possum.


Behind Clancy was his ma’s old washstand. He used it for storing letters he didn’t want to open, and boxes of odds and ends. He moved a pile of unopened letters from his Huon pine ditty box. A mess inside: bullets, keys, a screwdriver, string, coins, a black-and-white photo of Essie holding David, a few faded receipts, and George’s old Zippo lighter. The key to River’s bedroom was down the bottom. He pulled it out and tucked the pelt under his shoulder like a parcel from the post office. The head jostled. One eye turned, looked out from under the paw and stared. Clancy ignored it. He walked down the hallway to his daughter’s room and unlocked the door.


Inside, the air smelt of dust, caught sunshine and mothballs. Her things were exactly as he’d left them. Dolls she’d stopped playing with years before she went missing were standing along the windowsill above her desk. Clancy remembered taking them out of her toy box and lining them up, a quiet vigil for his lost girl.


Rainbows danced over the dolls. River’s crystals hung from the curtain rod above the window, casting delicate colours across the room. Clancy turned each one gently. The rainbows rushed all over him. He could almost feel them, moth wings on his skin.


Some of the room was still the way River had left it. Cards and pictures were taped to the walls. Most of the cards were scenes of foreign countries and places she’d probably wanted to see. They were all blank and unmarked. No stamps or addresses. Clancy wasn’t sure where they’d come from. Someone at school, probably, or a shop in town. River had never known anyone to leave Tasmania except George’s son, Murray, and he’d never sent her a word.


Clancy opened the wardrobe. River’s clothes were still in there, clean but for a fine layer of dust on the shoulders. He slid the pelt from under his arm and lifted it into the cupboard. Clancy was about to tuck it in between some folded jumpers, but then decided against it. He closed the door.


River’s bed was beside the door, the feet facing the corner. It had been neatly made with her only pair of sheets after she disappeared. Clancy couldn’t remember who’d done that. George, probably. The sheets were patterned with dainty yellow daisies, faded now. Clancy was fairly certain she’d hated them. The pillows on the bed were old and flat, deflated without her sleeping breath to plump them up.


Clancy sat on the edge of her bed and let the pelt tumble into his lap like a tame house cat. The mattress was still soft. He stretched his crook leg out in front of him and warmed the skin on his thigh with his hands.


He should really let one of the twins have her room, but Clancy just couldn’t. He couldn’t live with the idea of finally turning River Fox out of his house, even if it was only the memory of her. And some days she was more than a memory. Some days he could hear her behind the door singing, playing, calling to her mother. On those days he would throw open the door, expecting his daughter to be there. The porcelain dolls would stare at him as though he wasn’t welcome.


Clancy laid his head on her pillows. The bed creaked and the pelt shifted again, this time the entire head coming loose from its folds.


He closed his eyes. What had River’s last night in her bedroom been like? Had she lain face down in her pillows and wished her mother were still alive, or sat at the window and waited for the tigers to emerge from the darkness? Had she fallen asleep in her bed wishing it was a burrow? Had she listened to Clancy and David bicker on the other side of the door, and wondered how far her legs could carry her?


Clancy rolled onto his side. River, River, River Fox. He never said her name out loud now.


After an hour, or maybe more – he’d forgotten to check the time before he came in – Clancy sat up. His face left an indent in her pillows. He checked his watch. 4.36. David and the twins were due after five.


‘Just enough time to clean up,’ he told the pelt.


It stared back, unblinking.


‘Not you though, mate. You’re living here for a bit.’


Clancy moved his leg. Gone to sleep. He moved his knee from side to side and groaned. The pelt unfurled with the movement of the bed, and a tiger took River’s place on the sheets.


Her bed creaked as Clancy stood. A shot of pain went up the outside of his foot and travelled all the way to his hip. He hobbled across his daughter’s room and through the door like he had many times before.


The tiger watched from the field of printed daisies.


‘Stay,’ said Clancy, as if the tiger followed the same commands as his dog. He locked the door behind him.


Even though Samson Fox was mostly asleep in the front seat of the rental car, he was also partly listening to his brother and dad talk about Clancy, the mountain and what they would all find there. From Jonah, Samson heard words like ‘hate’ and ‘what if’ and ‘are we there yet’, while his dad answered with words like ‘fine’ and ‘fun’ and ‘stop worrying’. In the silence that eventually settled between them, Samson felt his brother give in.


Then everything tilted upwards like the car was travelling into the sky. Someone other than Samson might have woken up, they might even have been afraid, but Samson’s extra chromosome was heavy and fear moved swiftly.


The car swirled. Samson breathed in and out, and his chest went up, up, up with the mountain, but unlike the mountain his breath came back down again and settled in his chest. He nuzzled into the blanket he had folded into a pillow. In the twilight between sleep and waking, bumpy car and dreams of his warm familiar bed, Samson remembered the day he first realised his extra chromosome was heavy.


They had just moved into their house beside the beach in Queensland. He and Jonah weren’t very old, maybe seven or eight, although Samson was bad with numbers. Their dad asked them both to help him get rid of rotten wooden edging around the garden beds. Jonah didn’t like helping, but Samson always said yes to everything. He dug his hands down into the dirt and pulled out a short wooden stake. As it came unstuck, he fell back, and the stake showered dirt all over his legs.


‘Good job,’ said his dad.


Samson held the stake in both hands and stared into the hole. The dirt inside was loose and dark. He shuffled in closer to get a better look. In the middle of the hole was what looked like a grubby rock. The rock opened its eyes and blinked.


‘Look,’ said Samson softly, not wanting to frighten it.


‘A toad!’ screamed their mum.


Jonah pushed him out of the way. ‘What? Oh, gross.’


‘It’s not a toad,’ said Samson. A poster on the back door of his schoolroom identified all the local frogs and reptiles. ‘It’s a frog, mum. A burrowing frog.’


‘Get the shovel.’


The eyes blinked again, just once, before their dad ran the burrowing frog through with the steel shovel-head. ‘Got him!’


‘I didn’t know toads lived like that.’


Crouched beside the hole with the rotten paling still in his hands, Samson started to think. If they could have, his parents would have run his extra chromosome through as well.


‘Look,’ said a voice. It was his dad. ‘See? I killed it.’


Samson opened his eyes. Everything rushed back towards him like a train halting at a station. He blinked and sat up. The rolled-up blanket slumped down into the space between his seat and the car door.


‘Look,’ said his dad again. ‘The house is at the end of this drive.’


It took ages for him to park. He tried three times to pull in alongside the house, but he had to keep reversing.


‘Justpullover,’ said Jonah. ‘Pull. Over.’


‘Don’t take that seatbelt off until I’ve stopped this bloody car,’ said David, in his serious voice. The one he sometimes borrowed from their mum.


Samson glanced into the rear-view mirror and saw his brother put his hand on the seatbelt buckle. He kept it there, ready to unlock it as soon as their dad stopped the car. ‘Just park anywhere.’


‘I can’t. The old man’ll never let me forget it if I can’t park this bastard.’


Samson turned away from the bickering and looked outside. The house was brown brick with small windows, like droopy eyes. The curtains were closed, but the door was open. His mum said he should try and practise his maths skills whenever he got the chance, so he counted the supports holding the roof out. Eight in the front, six down the side facing him and two around the other side, but there were probably more he couldn’t see. Around the house was a white fence, and inside the pickets was a dark green lawn. Just beyond the fence, towards the back of the house, were two water tanks on wooden stilts.


His dad nudged the car into a narrow opening next to Clancy’s ute, and the car grumbled to a stop. ‘Finally. Did he see?’


The house looked empty. ‘No,’ said Samson.


David bent in over the steering wheel and sighed.


Jonah was first out. He slammed the door and took a few steps. ‘Shouldn’t he be waiting?’


Samson clicked the buckle at his side, but nothing happened. He tried again, and the belt sprang free. As he opened the door, his legs uncoiled like wound springs.


‘Dad, hurry up,’ said Jonah, his feet tapping as though he was already moving.


‘Go ahead.’ David gestured towards the house like Adriana on Wheel of Fortune.


Jonah didn’t move. ‘Not by myself, ’ he whined.


Relax, signed Samson, and the sign for relax was two hands spread wide, facing down, shook twice into the chest where sometimes it was tight and couldn’t relax.


‘Shut up,’ mumbled Jonah, even though he didn’t understand sign.


Their dad checked himself in the mirror. He ran his hand over the new stubble on his chin and frowned. ‘I’m starting to look like him,’ he muttered.


Outside, Jonah’s jumpy feet moved to the edge of the fenced lawn and back again, like he needed a wee. ‘Dad! ’


‘Jonah, calm the hell down,’ said their dad, as he got out of the car and closed the door. ‘Unload the car.’


Jonah stomped back to them. Samson got out of his way. David lifted their bags out of the boot and dropped them on the drive, then grabbed his overnight bag but left his own large suitcase. He closed the boot, then smiled at Samson. ‘Jonah, give us a minute? I want to go over a few things with your brother.’


‘What things?’


‘Just wait inside the gate.’


‘Hurry up.’ Jonah stomped back to the fence.


Samson wondered if his brother’s feet ever got sore.


David made the sign for Samson to come closer. ‘Stay around the house, and don’t wander while you’re here. Use full sentences, and keep your tongue inside your mouth.’


Samson clamped his teeth shut and tried to say, ‘I will, Dad’, at the same time, but he nipped his tongue. David looked disappointed. Samson saw disappointment every time he missed something, or heard something different to what had been said. He saw it every time he tried to turn his thoughts into words or tell his favourite stories.


David nodded. ‘Okay, then.’


As his dad walked away to join his other son, Samson thought of the burrowing frog shattering into bloody lumps beneath the shovel-head.


He bit his tongue again, only this time on purpose.


Clancy dropped the key to River’s room back in the Huon ditty box and closed the lid. He slid the box behind an out-of-date phone book and piled the unopened letters up around it. He doubted David or the boys would see it there and, even if they did, it would look like only a box of old junk.


Clancy hobbled to the pot, opposite side of the room, and poured himself a cuppa. The leaves had been sitting for a while, but even though the tea was lukewarm, Clancy didn’t mind. He preferred strong to hot. He carried his cup to the kitchen table and stretched his crook leg out in front of him. It had to be kept straight, otherwise the cobbled veins would aggravate and his leg would swell from groin to ankle.


Queenie left her spot just outside the front door and slunk inside. She headed under the kitchen table, her tail thumping into his crook leg. ‘Oh … Come on now, take it easy, girl,’ he said, lifting his knee out of her way.


He took a sip of lukewarm tea and looked at the shadow of the pelt. Its outline was stained into the wall, probably from years of direct sun. Essie had insisted they put in the skylight over the kitchen island a year or two after they married. Back then, the pelt never came down off the wall. It was only an artwork, a keepsake of bygone years when tiger men still roamed the west, and you could still hear the tigers barking, growling and moving around at night.


Clancy took another sip of tea, thinking of the blokes who’d come looking for tigers on his mountain years before. He clicked his fingers, something dawning on him. Maybe he should hide their videotapes as well. He stood and walked into the living room. Queenie shuffled out from under the table, following him. She settled beside the smouldering fireplace and wrapped herself into a tight ball.


The tapes were in a shemozzle beside the telly and VCR. It was a hell of a job for someone in his state. Should he bother hiding them? They weren’t marked, and he doubted the twins would care about a bunch of unmarked videotapes.


A sound outside. Queenie’s ears pricked and she sniffed the air. She left her spot by the fireplace and focused on the open door, just visible through the archway between the living room and kitchen. Her rumbling deepened to a growl. Clancy reached for her collar, and she let him restrain her.


A gentle knock at the front door. ‘Dad?’ David stepped through the doorframe. A sour-looking boy shadowed him, tucking his small body into the narrow space beside his father. Another lad waited behind them.


‘Stay,’ Clancy said to Queenie, who growled but didn’t move.


‘Hello, Dad,’ said David.


Clancy nodded. His son looked much the same, a bit thinner maybe, but still easy on the eye. His hair had remained dark like that of Clancy’s da, but David had his mother’s complexion, fair and freckled. There were some changes, of course. David wore city clothes, a white button-up shirt, blue jeans as if he still wanted to fit in, and a pale yellow suit jacket with rolled-up sleeves. Reminded Clancy of the blokes he sometimes saw on magazines at the petrol station.


‘These your boys?’ said Clancy, made aware of his saggy trackies and old cardigan. He pulled his long, freshly showered hair back from his face and shoulders, and tied it at the nape of his neck with a rubber band from the washstand, being careful not to disturb the phone book or letters hiding the ditty box.


‘Say hello,’ said David, but the sour-looking boy beside him wouldn’t even glance up. He was like David, with his pale skin and short dark hair, but when he finally did raise his eyes, Clancy saw they were almost black, like River’s, or the pelt’s.


The other boy smiled from behind his dad. ‘We’re here,’ he said, as though it was big news. He was larger than his brother and broader. He had long hair the same colour as Clancy’s had once been, and despite their strange almond shape, his eyes were like Essie’s, blue-green and ready for fun.


Hard to believe they were twins, thought Clancy.


Jonah’s dad pulled him through the front door by his elbow. ‘This is my youngest,’ he said, though he knew Jonah hated it when he called him that. Like his dad was saying he was less. ‘And this is Samson.’ Samson took a step forward and almost knocked Jonah out of the way. He held out his hand, but Clancy didn’t take it. ‘Boys, say hello to your granddad.’


‘Hello,’ mumbled Jonah, his cheeks burning.


‘Hi, Granddad,’ said Samson.


David dropped Jonah’s elbow. ‘I hope we aren’t early?’


Clancy shook his head and pointed to the mudroom.


They hung their coats in silence, then all three followed Clancy into the kitchen, sitting around the table. Jonah took the chair nearest the wall. He didn’t like having his back to the window. Clancy lowered himself down and stretched his leg stiffly out in front of him. The old man’s hair was very grey and wet. His ponytail had left a streak of water down his back. David had never said much about what Clancy would look like, but he definitely wasn’t what Jonah had expected.


Clancy was tall – taller even than his dad or Samson – with a big beard and long hair. His skin was the same colour as the boots waiting at the back door, and his leg, which was badly swollen and veiny, was just visible beneath the cuff of his trackies. His eyes were sunken, and his shirt had stains down the front like he’d dropped more than one breakfast and not bothered to wash. The more Jonah looked, the shabbier his granddad became. Even his old cardigan was frayed at the sleeves. He could see where Clancy’s hardness might have been once, though now he just looked old. 


Clancy shifted his leg again, but this time he winced.


‘Is your leg sore?’ Samson asked.


Jonah jabbed his brother in the ribs. ‘Shut up.’


‘It’s alright.’ Clancy waved Jonah’s hand away from his brother. ‘It does get sore from time to time.’


Jonah pulled his chair in, and something growled under the table.


‘Never mind her,’ said Clancy. ‘That’s Queen Elizabeth. She takes a while to warm up.’


Samson’s head dipped beneath the table. His body followed.


Jonah bent down to remind his brother that they weren’t supposed to touch strange dogs in case they were dangerous, but Queen Elizabeth was already licking Samson’s face. ‘She likes me,’ he said. Jonah made a face and sat back up to find his dad and Clancy silently staring at each other.


‘How have you been?’ asked David.


‘Fair to middling,’ said Clancy. ‘Good drive?’


‘Fine.’


‘No worries finding the place.’


David looked away. ‘The house hasn’t changed much.’


‘You’d be surprised.’ Clancy tucked a loose strand of oily-looking hair behind his ear.


‘So, Dad,’ said David, and Jonah was struck by how strange it was for his dad to have a father of his own. ‘The boys are really excited to be here. Aren’t you, boys?’


Clancy glanced over at him. ‘Are they?’


Jonah gazed down at his feet.


A thump sounded under the table. Samson laughed. ‘No licking.’


Clancy whacked the tabletop with his fist, and both Samson and the dog fell silent.


The pause felt awkward to Jonah, but David smiled. ‘You’re looking good, Dad,’ he said.


‘I look like shit warmed up.’


‘Um-ah,’ said Samson quietly. They weren’t allowed to swear at home.


‘Alice sends her love. Doesn’t she, boys?’


Clancy snorted.


‘I said no licking,’ said Samson.


David popped his head under the table. ‘That’s enough.’ His voice was a pot of water about to boil over. ‘Get out from there now.’


Samson came out, dragging his bum like a dog with worms.


‘Why don’t you tell your granddad about our drive?’ David prompted.


Samson flapped his hands. Jonah had refused to learn sign language, and Clancy didn’t seem to understand either.


‘Not like that,’ said their dad, and he looked at Clancy even though the comment was meant for Samson. ‘With your words.’


‘The drive was okay.’ Samson spoke as if everyone but him was stupid.


‘Is he deaf?’ asked Clancy.


Samson shook his head. ‘I have Down’s Syndrome.’


David cleared his throat. ‘Why don’t you boys go find your new rooms?’


Finally, Jonah’s first real bedroom. No partitions or room divides or bunk beds. No shared drawers or wardrobes. He would finally have some privacy. He and Samson had always shared everything. They’d shared a crib when they were babies and a bedroom when they got older. The house in Queensland had three bedrooms, but their dad needed an office. Jonah and Samson were given the big third room, and their mum divided it down the middle with an accordion partition. ‘King Solomon’s bedroom,’ said their dad sometimes, as a joke.


‘Hang about,’ interrupted Clancy. ‘There’s only one room.’


‘Where will dad sleep?’ asked Samson, but everyone ignored him.


‘I thought you had two spare bedrooms,’ said Jonah.


‘I told you there might only be one,’ said David, and he put his hand on Jonah’s shoulder.


‘One’s closed up,’ said Clancy. ‘They can’t sleep in there.’


David nodded as though he knew something Jonah didn’t. ‘Boys, go get your bags and bring them in. You can have my old room. Won’t that be fun?’


Jonah shrugged his dad’s hand away. ‘So we do have to share,’ he snapped. ‘Even though you promised.’


‘I didn’t promise. I said it might not be possible.’


Clancy pointed down the hall. ‘It’s the first on the right.’


Jonah stood up from the table too quick and sent his chair scooting backwards. The red dog snarled near his feet. Jonah pulled away, almost tripping. He didn’t like dogs, not even nice ones.


David laughed. ‘He’s never normally clumsy.’


Jonah steadied himself against the wall. His fingers tingled as if they were passing through sunlight. He took a step back and looked at the wall over the table. A dark amber stain reminded Jonah of the shadows he would often see on the beach in Queensland. Huge pelicans that seemed almost too heavy to fly would pass over him one by one, casting long dark shapes. Jonah turned his head sideways and stared up at the skylight. There were no birds flying over Clancy’s house.


Jonah looked at his dad and granddad, wondering if they could explain.


‘What’s that from?’ asked Samson, pointing to the shadow.


‘Nothing,’ said Clancy.


Jonah turned back to the wall. Four legs, a long straight tail, a head like a dog almost, but skinnier.


‘Yes, it is,’ said Samson. ‘It is something. Look.’


‘Samson!’ said David sharply. ‘Knock it off.’


Samson stepped back from their dad, startled. He didn’t get in trouble much.


‘Sun damage from the skylight,’ said David. ‘In a funny shape, is all.’ He nodded as though he could convince them all.


Four legs, a long straight tail and head like a dog. Jonah had read of people mounting heads and skins, but he’d never seen it done. Had Clancy killed an animal and hung it up? And if there was a skin somewhere in the house, where could it be hiding?


‘That’s enough,’ said their dad. He wiped a thin layer of sweat from the back of his neck. ‘Go get your bags.’


Samson poked Jonah in the side. ‘Come on,’ he said, but Jonah hardly felt his brother’s fingers or his voice. He was still thinking about the shadow on the wall and wondering where the animal skin could be hiding.


Clancy waited in the kitchen with his son. The twins bickered outside about who would carry what bag into the house.


‘It’s good of you to let the boys stay,’ said David, clearly trying to cover the noise of his sons. ‘High time you got to know them.’


‘What about Alice? Where is she?’


‘Gone,’ David admitted. ‘We haven’t seen her in a month. I told the boys she’s trying to find a house for us in Brisbane. She won’t mind that they’re here.’


Clancy nodded. He knew what his son meant. As far as kids were concerned, he and the mountain didn’t have a very good track record.


‘Should I take the couch?’


Clancy nodded again. The last half an hour had been more talking than he’d done in years.


‘I can make dinner if you like. The boys aren’t fussy.’


Clancy shook his head. ‘Murray’s coming, and he’s bringing his lady friend. Tilda usually makes tea when they visit.’


David didn’t respond.


Truth was, Clancy hadn’t had the heart to knock Tilda back when she asked if she could make them all a meal. She wanted to meet David and the boys, even though it had been news to her that the twins even existed. Clancy rarely shared anything about his life, and Murray never talked about the years when David lived on the mountain. Those years were painful for all of them to remember, and even if Murray had filled Tilda in, Clancy was sure he wouldn’t have told her the whole story.


‘So Murray came back,’ said David.


‘Years ago.’


‘Not sure I’ll be much company after driving all day.’


‘They’re used to me.’


‘Must be good, safer, having Murray around.’


‘No more than me on my own.’


David shrugged. ‘Less lonely then.’


Clancy didn’t answer.


‘Does he live here?’ asked David. ‘With you.’


Clancy shook his head. ‘He built a yurt where the shack used to be.’ He thought again of its tin roof overturned in the creek, the leaning broken walls, the scattered pots, pans and chairs that had once been so carefully placed.


Then he saw River’s muddy footprints and felt the twinge of an old pain buried deep inside his chest.


‘Did he say why?’


‘No reason to stay away anymore,’ said Clancy, and they both knew what he meant.


Samson came back through the door first, a suitcase in each hand, wearing a port on his back and a wide straw sunhat on his head. Clancy heard Jonah slam the gate.


‘He’s in a mood,’ said Samson, as most of the luggage fell from his body to the floor.


Queenie’s tail started to thump again.


‘Don’t drop those there,’ said David. ‘Inside.’


Samson clumsily gathered up the suitcases and continued down the hall. The sunhat slipped over his eyes, and he almost walked into a wall.


‘He’s not what you think,’ said David, after Samson was gone. ‘He just needs … guidance, occasionally.’


A few seconds later, Jonah came struggling through the same door dragging one suitcase with both hands and wearing a port on his back as well. He didn’t stop or look at them, following after his brother without a word.


Samson dropped his suitcases, pushed his mum’s gardening hat back from his face and took a look around his new room. Before he could shotgun, Jonah pushed past and claimed the bed under the big window that faced the front of the house, leaving Samson the bed in the corner, wedged up against the wardrobe. He had a window too, but only a sliver. He looked out and saw the two huge metal water tanks sitting side by side. It wasn’t much of a view – not like back home in Queensland, where he could see the beach and ocean from his part of the room.


Samson sat on the edge of his new bed. It creaked. He ran his hand over the sheets, crisp and smelling of washing powder. A pile of blankets was folded neatly at the end of his bed, and he wondered if it ever got cold enough to use all of them at once. He tilted his head back and looked out the window again. Everything was upside down, but he could still make out the crest of his mountain over the trees. The curtains moved listlessly on either side of his face. There were red, black and yellow cowboys all over them. His mum hated curtains. She said they kept the breeze and the sunshine out.
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