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Praise for Mr Wigg, also by Inga Simpson


‘a tender story’


Country Style


‘beautiful and absorbing’


Sydney Morning Herald


‘a contemplative story that will touch your heart’


Marie Claire UK


‘resonantly powerful at every bite … Just beautiful.’


The Australian Women’s Weekly


‘Beautifully crafted and brimming with warmth.’


Who Weekly


‘Mr Wigg captivates to the end.’


Good Reading


‘A sense of what is right and good about the world overwhelmed me on closing this book.’


Books+Publishing


‘Inga Simpson gives readers a character so realistic … that it’s hard to believe he’s a work of fiction.’


Herald Sun


‘captures the pleasures of a simple country life’


Vogue Australia


Mr Wigg was shortlisted for the Indie Awards 2014
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The character study of the bird is beyond the mazes of
classification, beyond the counting of bones, out of the reach
of the scalpel and the literature of the microscope.


Mabel Osgood Wright, The Friendship of Nature
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Yellow


She was trying to capture the wild. The secret to what made it unique and other. She had been trying her whole life.


Today it was the eastern yellow robins bathing. Of all the birds, they were the most ridiculous, pitching chest-first into the water and shaking themselves into fluffy rounds until their eyes and legs disappeared. Even with the softest pencil, she couldn’t achieve the same effect on the page.


The more brazen yellow of Singapore daisy – on the run at the edge of the lawn – occupied her peripheral vision, reminding her of all the things she should be doing now the weather had cooled.


She had forgotten, during the years she had been away, how much work a property was in this climate. There was always something needing her attention, which was fine with her most days; it wasn’t as if there was anyone else to give it to.


‘We get our hundred inches a year,’ the agent had said, not realising she knew the majority of it came down over one or two months in summer, which, while keeping everything green and lush outside, also turned every formerly living thing inside – wood, leather, cane – green with mould. The sheer volume of water washed away driveways and vegetable beds, submerging roads and train lines. All the same, there was something satisfying about living in a place where you could still be cut off from the world. And autumn, winter and spring were close to perfect.


The trees gathered round, their trunks a steady grey-brown. Sometimes she suspected they shuffled closer during the night, just an inch or so, rearranging their roots around rocks and soil. In the morning sun, shafting down from the ridge, their new leaves were luminous, as if emitting a green light of their own. The robins made the most of it, their chests and rumps flashing a complementary yellow as they darted for insects.


Her tea had gone cold. Life’s pace had slowed, living among trees again, and she had been happy to let it.




Missing


She heard the spray of gravel at the top of the driveway and the car door. Three-fifteen already. She left the pile of weeds where they lay, washed her hands under the garden tap, and made it inside in time to hear the thud of Henry’s bag at the front door before he removed his shoes.


‘Hey.’ Red-rimmed eyes suggested he hadn’t had a very good day.


‘Hey,’ she said. ‘I’ve set us up out the back.’ She put the kettle on and sliced two pieces of banana cake, sniffed at the neck of the milk carton. She didn’t drink it herself and it never seemed to last long.


The boy’s visit cut a notch in the week. Without it, without Henry, time tended to stretch to the point that she was no longer part of its passing. He anchored her to the world outside.


She carried out the tea and cake in two trips. ‘You right to keep going with the movement piece?’


He shrugged. Set out his sketchbook and pencils.


‘How was school?’


‘Haven’t you heard?’


‘Heard what?’


He shook his head. ‘You don’t even listen to the radio?’


Sometime during her first year, she had stopped playing her steel-stringed rock albums and dropped back to folk and indie. By her second winter, she found that only classical music, which she had not often gone to the effort of playing before, didn’t seem out of place. The birds moved in sympathy with cello and violin, and the trees dipped their leaves in time to piano. When she tired of all her CDs, she just left the radio on Classic FM, which included news at regular intervals, and interviews with artists and musicians that were sometimes interesting. But then the voices of the announcers, and the inevitable opera sessions, began to grate – and frightened off the birds. Now, into her fourth year, she preferred silence. Or, rather, the forest orchestra of bird, frog and cicada.


It was a hazard, though; nothing attracted greater scorn from children than not being up with things. You could lose all credibility in a moment. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Caitlin Jones is missing,’ he said. ‘She walked home from school the day before yesterday but didn’t make it.’


‘Where does she live?’


‘Annies Lane.’


‘That’s a bit far to walk.’


‘She normally gets picked up. Her father had car trouble,’ he said. ‘Someone saw her near Tallowwood Drive but nothing after that.’


Jen blew steam off the dark surface of her tea. ‘This was all on the news?’


‘It is now. They told us at school this morning. The police were there when Mum dropped us off, keeping the reporters away. And they got a counsellor in.’


Jen held her cup against her chest. A treecreeper’s claws scritched on a bloodwood, securing its hopping, vertical ascent.


‘She’s in your class?’


‘Yeah.’


‘That’s awful,’ she said. There were no longer any tallowwoods on Tallowwood Drive; council had made sure of that. Last summer, someone had taken the corner too fast and run their car into one of those old trees. The whole lot had been removed, thirty lives in exchange for one. It wasn’t far from Slaughter Yard Road, which she had thought appropriate at the time. Now it didn’t give her a good feeling. If the counsellor had been brought in, the police probably didn’t have a good feeling about it either. ‘Any other brothers or sisters?’


‘A sister,’ he said. ‘In grade four. Briony.’


‘I’m sorry.’ What were you supposed to say? What was she supposed to say, the non-parent adult, the non-teacher? ‘I hope they get to the bottom of it soon.’


The boy opened his sketchbook.


‘C’mon,’ she said. ‘That cake’s still warm from the oven. See if you can do it some justice.’ She adjusted the wooden mannequin till it was sprinting, knees high, arms pumping. It was an antique she had picked up in a store down south, run by a mad Frenchman who felt obliged to comment on customers’ poor taste and general ignorance if they were silly enough to ask for something he didn’t have.


Henry lifted the wedge of cake to his mouth, disappearing almost half of it in one bite.


‘Remember we’re just going for impressions, getting that sense of movement.’


He took a gulp of his tea and selected a 2B pencil. Swallowed.


The afternoon light caught all the cobwebs she should remove from the deck railings. Snagged on leaves or floating free on the breeze, they were gossamer silver, part of the forest’s magic. In the house, they were a damn pain. They appeared overnight, linking beams, rafters and lights. If you sat still long enough in autumn, you’d find yourself the corner post for a spider’s lair. It drove her crazy if she looked too hard.


The boy’s lines were good: no hesitation, not too much confidence. His technique was self-sown, with a few little habits that needed undoing. But he had a style of his own, and was interested. That’s all that mattered at this point. He didn’t look up, just drew and chewed.


He seemed all right, but you never knew what was going on beneath. She had been teaching him for three months and still didn’t feel as if she had any sense of his hopes and dreams.


‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘Get some life in those legs.’


Henry wasn’t quite nailing it. Her first teacher had always claimed he could judge her mood from her work. Perhaps there was something in that – and who could blame the boy today? ‘What’s the biggest muscle in the human body?’


His pencil paused. ‘Thighs?’


‘Well, there are two muscles there, the quadriceps and hamstrings. And together they are very powerful, and essential for running. But it’s our buttocks, gluteus maximus, that are the biggest. That’s where your runner’s power is coming from – you need to think about the force of the movement, as well as the direction, to get your line of action.’


He didn’t laugh, as grade seven boys mostly did at the mention of backsides, but looked again at the figure. She rifled through her folder, extracted a coloured sheet. ‘Here, this shows every muscle in the human body – you can have that.’ It had always unnerved her to see the human form represented by the red meat under the skin, but it was necessary to understand the biology of the body in order to draw it.


Henry leaned over, running his finger down the names. ‘This is cool.’ He clenched his fist and watched the flex of his forearm. ‘Huh.’ He returned to his running man with a little more enthusiasm.


‘Maybe a softer pencil now, too. Strengthen some of those lines.’


‘Why don’t you draw people?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘All those drawings in there. There aren’t any people. Just trees and birds.’


She smiled. ‘Well, that says a lot about me, doesn’t it? But I had to learn to draw people first. Spent years on the human figure,’ she said. It had allowed her to see differently, develop an eye for shape and movement. Detail. ‘Wait until you do life drawing.’


He pulled a face, probably aware that the classes featured naked adults and sitting for long periods of time.


She counted eight chirruping white-eyes on the branch shading the birdbaths, each smaller than a baby’s fist, before they were sent packing by a family of Lewin’s honeyeaters with their rattling machine-gun notes. The pecking order – or drinking order – played out right in front of her every day. From now until sunset it would be nonstop action. It just went to show, all you had to do was put out water and the birds would come. Sometimes, it reminded her of the classroom.


Maybe she should have kept Henry talking about the girl, but he would dwell on it enough in coming weeks. The whole town would be talking about nothing but poor Caitlin Jones.


‘That’s good,’ she said. ‘I can feel his athleticism.’


Henry leaned back to get a better look at his drawing.


‘Is he you when you’re grown-up?’


‘I’m not much good at running,’ he said.


‘Who then?’


‘An Olympian. Australian.’


‘Short distance? Long?’


‘Middle. Four hundred metres.’


‘He has the right build,’ she said. ‘I can see him running the last leg of the relay.’


Henry looked up. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘He needs to be holding that thing.’


‘The baton?’


‘Yeah.’ He worked on the hands now, choosing to put the baton in the Olympian’s rear hand rather than out in front.


Jen closed her eyes to listen to the birds’ chatter. The splashing of water behind her. The afternoon breeze lifting. Things you just couldn’t draw.


She tilted her head. A car had pulled up in the drive.


Henry packed his pencils back in their case, shut his sketchbook. ‘Mum’s going to pick me up from now on,’ he said. ‘Everyone’s going ape.’


Henry lived less than a kilometre away and, until today, had walked home unless it was raining, and sometimes even if it was.


‘I’m not surprised.’


‘It’s stupid.’


‘Things will calm down.’


‘You think?’


‘I’m sure they’ll find her.’ The empty platitudes of adults. She followed him inside, sat the cups in the sink, picked up the envelope on the bench. ‘This month’s bill for your mum. And some homework for you.’


‘Thanks.’ He slouched his way to the door. Knelt to put on his shoes.


‘Take it easy, Henry.’


She watched him walk up the steps to the driveway and waved at his mother, Kay, whose face she could not see for the late afternoon sun glinting on the windscreen. She should go up and say hello, have the expected discussion about what had happened. Kay would be worried, not so much about Henry as his little sister, Montana. The communal hysteria would have begun, all the parents working themselves up, not knowing what had happened to the girl or who was behind it, a nameless, faceless threat hanging over the town.


With it would come a renewed suspicion of outsiders or newcomers, although it was far more likely someone living among them the whole time would turn out to be the stranger.


She bent to pick up a narrow leaf on the path, from a spotted gum, still tree frog green. It had curled back on itself, forming a circle. There was some sort of reaching back happening out there, too. To a time she thought she had long left behind. She knew what else they would be saying – that it was happening all over again.


There was more than one hazard in returning to the town where you grew up.




Back


One of her father’s most overused pieces of advice had been ‘Don’t look back’. As it turned out, it wasn’t just his usual half-arsed attempt at wisdom, but a way of life.


Her friend Michael had always looked back. From his desk in front of hers, over his shoulder as he was marched off to the principal’s office, or from the rear window of the car when picked up after school; he always dragged out his goodbyes. That afternoon, when they had parted ways at the end of the street running down to the oval, he had given her a salute, like a young soldier off to war. It was just football practice, but he wasn’t the star he wanted to be, limited by his size. Some of the older boys had been picking on him, probably for hanging out with her.


She had kept walking up the road to home, as if it were any other day. The sun hung low, bathing the valley in golden light, and a string of black cockatoos flew overhead, their wings moving in slow time. Their cries had not sounded at all mournful, the way they did to her now. Wood smoke, from freshly lit fires, was sharp on the air. The whine of chainsaws, her father’s among them, carried from just outside of town.


The hinterland had been different then, their part of it, anyway. Time had moved more slowly. People either lived there all their lives or just passed through on their way further north for their summer holidays. It was the land time forgot. There were no organic cafes, galleries or Asian restaurants. Just caravan parks, and the giant waterslide.


People struggled along, working a few jobs, selling their pineapples, strawberries and macadamias from roadside stalls, with honesty boxes that did not need bolting down. The biggest harvest then was still trees: food for the mills.


As she had learned since, the moments that most change your life, you never see coming. Your position, from deep within the movement – the shift itself – does not permit a clear view. It is just a feeling, a sense of the ground loosening beneath your feet. With hindsight, you see that you did know, somehow, that you had felt a profound unease, but something in your own mind prevented you from piecing it together. Perhaps to protect you for as long as possible.


Jen had dawdled, as usual, dragging a stick along the driveway. The chainsaws had stopped, leaving the valley quiet. She had kicked off her school shoes at the back door and thrown her bag into the laundry, done her chores with the minimum of effort. Lied and said she had no homework. She was supposed to be working on some stupid science project but didn’t know where to start. When her father finally pulled in, she ran to hug him, his jeans pale with sawdust, his plaid shirt sharp with sap and sweat. He lifted her above his head, as if she was still small, although his great arms must have already been tired.


She had swallowed down her mother’s casserole, scraping the sauce off the squares of meat and wrapping each one in mashed potato, so she would be allowed to watch The Sullivans. Afterwards, she had read under the covers with a torch long past lights out and fallen asleep with the untroubled mind of a child.
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The second day Michael’s wooden seat sat empty, her whole class was sent home from school. The principal edged into the room and made the announcement, his voice calm but sweat rings spreading out from under his arms. Their teacher, Miss Lander, handed out tissues, though she was in greatest need of them herself. Most of them had been together since prep and would have preferred to see out the rest of the day as one, but parents had been called.


Except hers, it seemed. There was no one waiting for her outside the school so she started up the road on foot. Mandy’s mother pulled over and insisted on driving her. She couldn’t remember if they spoke in the car. Sound had been muted out, and most of the colour.


Her father’s red truck wasn’t in the driveway, even though it was his day off. The dogs hadn’t been fed. The breakfast dishes were still on the bench, black with ants. ‘Mum?’


Her mother was sitting at the dining table, amid a strew of bills, crying.


Jen lifted the phone in the hall to find no dial tone.


‘He’s gone,’ her mother said.


Jen blinked. Michael?


‘He’s left us, honey.’


There was a half-empty glass of wine on the table, in a pool of condensation. Her mother had forgotten all about Michael. Something fell away, inside. Jen tried to catch it and jam it back, to stop the rush of realisation, the terrible clicking into place of all those images and pieces of information – but it was no good. Daddy wasn’t coming home.
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Jen knew better than to trust her memories. Not the details, anyway. The kernel of them, though, the emotion, was something to hold on to. Like dreams, they contained important truths.


Her father, teaching her to surf, pushing her out into a set she was not quite ready for. Whooping, for all to hear, when she popped up and cut right, floating along the face of the blue-green wave that spilled out and out in front of her. It was a feeling she carried with her still. As true and clear as a sunny day.


There were others. The last time Michael had stayed over, after they had seen Rocky at the drive-in to hype them up for the athletics carnival. Her stomach hurting from calling ‘Rocky’ to his ‘Adrian’ across the back seat on the way home. She had drunk too much Passiona, and had to get up to use the bathroom. On the way back to her room, she had stopped in the hallway, thinking she heard Michael crying.


‘Michael?’


She had replayed it so many times it had become less clear, like an old VHS tape. He didn’t answer. But the crying had stopped. Perhaps he had been asleep, just having a bad dream. She hesitated in the doorway, but didn’t go in. Earlier that year her parents had sat her down for an uncomfortable talk, and made it a condition of Michael staying over that he no longer sleep in her spare bunk, and that they were not to go into each other’s rooms at night or shut the door when playing. She had not quite understood at the time, but knew it was embarrassing. Michael had rolled his eyes and said he had endured something similar. A conspiracy of parents.


Once back in bed she had tried to stay awake, listening, but there was only silence, and a dog barking far away. And then her father was up with the sun, for work, and whistling in the kitchen.


Something had stopped her asking Michael about it the next day; he had seemed the same as ever, singing ‘Gonna Fly Now’ out of tune, air-boxing like Rocky, wearing all his blue ribbons, and still managing to be encouraging about her third place in high jump. She had been happy to let it go, rolling shot-put balls down the grassy bank of the oval with him and Phil and Glen, until Miss Herford blew her whistle and made them stay back to pack up the whole school’s sporting equipment. Now it was too late to ask.




Regrowth


The change of name had thrown people for a while but there was no hiding in a town this size. The woman at the post office was the daughter of an old schoolfriend and eventually a government letter came addressed to the real her – Jennifer Vogel – and they put it all together. It would be nice to think that you could rely on your sending and receiving of mail remaining private, as it was for people in the city – through sheer volume rather than any superior ethics – but it just wasn’t the case. It was friendly, all right, but there was little privacy.


‘Ah, you bought Mal’s place,’ the manager had said, the day she filled out the papers to rent a post office box. People were still saying it, three years on. More often, they’d say she was living in Mal’s place, as if she was a boarder or some kind of squatter. He must have had some wild parties in his time. It seemed that everyone had been there over the years, able to describe exactly how the place was laid out and having some memory of this or that great night, with belly dancers and drums and fireworks – and likely a whole lot of hooch, judging by the smiles and shaking of heads.


Sometimes she made a point of mentioning something she had changed, her plans to rebuild or repaint – just to assert herself – but mostly she couldn’t be bothered. She had spent a month filling a skip with junk she gathered up from around the place, and that didn’t make for polite conversation. Bloody hippies. Campaigning to save the world, to stop injustice, and all the while burying rubbish in their own backyard because they were too tight to pay for the council service or go to the tip. She was still turning up bits of corrugated iron and plastic. Toy cars.


There were plenty of recycled materials in the house itself, like the old wooden windows and doors, which she appreciated, but there were times when short cuts had compromised the integrity of the building. The recycled screws in the roof were not galvanised, which might have saved fifty bucks at the time but meant that now the iron needed replacing. All the same, she wouldn’t trade it for a standard house, or one of those black-roofed catalogue-order boxes spreading like lantana at the town’s edge.


The house had a much quieter life now; she did not hold parties. She barely had any visitors, except Henry.


Although it was almost a week since she had checked her mail, there was nothing in the box but glass-windowed bills. She ripped them open while waiting to cross the road, as the mobile library laboured up the hill, holding back a string of traffic.


She made it into the cafe before the storm. The library bus brought everyone into town, fuelling up on books, coffee and muffins.


‘Morning.’


‘Morning,’ she said, taking milk and yoghurt from the cafe’s fridge, a loaf of fresh bread from the counter. ‘Half a kilo of coffee, too, please.’ All organic, all local. All unimaginable five years ago.


The chef and owner, Elena, was the real deal. She had trained in Paris, got into organics before it was trendy, and somehow ended up here. Jen figured the town would grow into it in a few more years, the cafe helping bring the mean age down from geriatric, and up from young families on the breadline.


Jen leaned on the counter. According to the local paper’s front page, police were looking for the driver of a blue station wagon seen on Tallowwood Drive the afternoon Caitlin went missing.


‘Terrible, isn’t it?’ Elena said.


Jen nodded. Against police advice, the family was offering a reward for any information.
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Jen sat on the back step, in the sun, staring out at her trees. A king parrot called from somewhere high in the canopy, repeating one identical note over and over. Johnny one-note he might be, but what a note it was. And he always had his looks to fall back on.


She thought of it as her forest, but it was just regrowth – third or fourth generation – only forty or so years old. Brush box, tallowwood and bloodwoods all of a similar age, with a scattering of grey gums, ironbarks and flooded gums. In this climate, recovery was swift, and some of the young trees were starting to hit the thirty-centimetre diameter – old enough to harvest again.


The whole area had once been rainforest, thick and dark with ancient life, the great buttressed roots of cedars, bunya and hoop pines poking above the tree line. Canopy, middle storey and understorey, rich with stories that white folks had never bothered to learn. The carcasses of great cedars still rotted on her slopes, left behind because they were hollow inside, too large to haul out – or just forgotten.


The cedar-getters had ended up national heroes, opening up the area and mining a new country’s riches. Bringing those big trees down and hauling them out was seen as a feat of strength, a test of manhood, of nationhood. In just ten years, they wiped the cedars from the landscape and came back for the rest, clearing the way for fruit and dairy production.


She had witnessed the last wave of clearing herself; it was her father who had done it. In those days, just about everyone had worked for the mills in one way or another. He had run a team, and was considered a gun with the chainsaw, so had brought down more than his share. At the time, she had thought them good men, and the work hard but honest. Dangerous, too. Before Michael, the dramas of the town had centred on a timberman’s hand crushed by a log, or a limb severed by a saw. Whenever her father was late home, her mother would start pacing, afraid to go too far from the phone, although Jen would often be at the table doing her homework, and was, by then, quite capable of answering it. ‘Hot chocolate?’ her mother would say, in winter, or ‘Cordial?’ in summer, as if to give her some purpose in the kitchen.


In Jen’s forest, only one original tree survived, a bloodwood, metres thick, and towering above the other trees. Their timber wasn’t any good for building, riddled with veins of blood-like resin that oozed out when their trunks or limbs were cut or damaged. It was a shame all trees didn’t bleed: there might be a few more left standing.


Cuckoo doves called from all sides; they had her surrounded. Her father had called them whoop whoop birds. For that was mostly all they said: whooop whooop. They were big, too, and slow, with tiny heads, so she thought of them as ‘big whoop’ birds. Her ear had attuned early to the heavy flap of their wings, her eye to slim boughs dipping under their weight. They had been plentiful in the early days, when whites first arrived, but they were easy targets, hunted for food and fun, until rare.


Here, they had grown back, with the trees. Like her, they favoured forest edges. Regrowth. If she were a bird, no doubt she would be brown and common, too. Not that cuckoo doves were really brown, more of a rufous to cinnamon, and the females quite auburn on the crown. ‘Bloodnuts. Like your mother,’ as her father used to say.


It was far from wilderness, but her forest was beautiful in its way. Remnant riparian sections clung to the creek, with palms, ferns and sedges spreading out beneath flooded gums. Rushing water roared over rocks in summer.


When she had realised, walking around the property the second time – while the agent took a call – that it was the right area, the trees of the right age, and that she had probably even been here with her father, she figured it was all meant to be. Something had drawn her back to look after the land he had cleared. To make amends.




Studio


It was the birds who saved her. They always did.


A yellow-tailed black cockatoo called from below the cottage, one lonely rising and falling note. It called again, this time answered by its mate, a little further off. It was the season for feasting on borer grubs in the acacias. One bird would rip the bark off the tree while the other screeched and squawked and chuffed from the ground or a nearby low branch.


When she had first heard the ruckus, she had thought the birds in distress, a young one fallen from the nest, perhaps, and made her way down the slope to see if they needed her help. The birds were fine, enjoying their ritual, and barely acknowledging her. Their dining practices pretty much destroyed the tree, exposing its hollow insides, but with that level of grub infestation, its life had already been on the wane.


While the robins were her favourite, she had come to see the cockatoos as her totem bird. They tended to appear whenever she asked for answers – and sometimes when she hadn’t – giving some sort of sign. Hearing them fly overhead, or in the trees, was always a good omen. During the winter of her first year back, when her courage had failed her, only they had come to call her out of the darkness.


The morning she had been unable to get out of bed, still lying amid the white sheets in full sunlight, a dozen had turned up screeching and carrying on in the treetops. Their cries were somehow sympathetic.


Whether they sensed her plans for departure, or had taken in the unmown lawn strewn with sticks, the leaf-filled gutters, the junk mail poking out of the box, and thought her already gone, she was unsure. The cottage, after all, was not unlike a giant bird house.


One cockatoo had perched right outside the window, peering in. Despite herself, Jen hadn’t been able to help smiling at its comical cocked head, the clown-like spots of yellow on its cheeks. Only when Jen got herself up and out of bed did the bird fly off, screeching, settling on a high branch with the others.
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She opened all of the windows of her studio, pulling the screens from the frames and depositing them outside. The kookaburras were at it up on the ridge, chortling and cavorting for all to hear. It was difficult to imagine what they were communicating with such volume and gusto, and to fight the feeling that she was the butt of their jokes. Probably it was just a weather forecast. It was Percy Grainger who said that the soul of the climate and land could be heard in the song of native birds. It was in all of the other animals and plants, too, but only the birds had been given a singing voice.


The light had softened, filtering through the trees, and for a moment she was tempted to leave the studio in its own filth and go outside to keep on with the weeding. Weeding, however, was not on her list for today.


Jen sighed. Where to start? She stripped the daybed and put the linen on to wash, dragged the mattress out into the sun on the back deck and propped it against the rail, her nose upturned.


The old canvasses, too, had to come out, their top edges crusted with gecko poop and dust. She sniffed for mould. Perhaps they would be better burned than left to rot away. She carried them all outside, wiped down their exposed edges and set them apart to air, without looking at their fronts.


She emptied the room, her desk and cleared the sloped drawing table. Took down all of the pictures, removed each object and placed them on the dining table. Wheeled her chair out into the light, blinking and smarting in the sun like a wombat.


She extracted the vacuum cleaner from the hall cupboard and set it down in the middle of the room. Pulled its cord and plugged it in. ‘Okay, here we go.’ She vacuumed the ceiling, rafters and windows, knocking down a hornet’s nest, sucking up webs and the spiders that fled them. Then the floor, pushing into every corner, and using the brush attachment to run along the skirting boards and window ledges. She sucked everything out from under her desk and the back of the cupboard.


‘Ha.’ She shut off the machine’s noise. The room was beginning to look habitable. Or, more to the point, workable. Then she would be right out of excuses.


Jen set to cleaning the windows, inside first. The grime of summer came off black on the cloth. Fairy-wrens hopped from branch to branch in the lilli pillis outside, celebrating the beauty of their small lives – lives free of cleaning duties.


She gathered up all of the found objects Craig had given her, arranged on the windowsill in front of her drawing table. The fragment of a paper wasp’s nest in a hexagonal shape, replicating each individual cell inside. The heart-shaped rock, a piece of pale green beach glass tumbled smooth – the colour of her eyes, he’d said – the pair of matching cowrie shells, and the leaf with a gall on one end so large it resembled a snail. It had dried and curled brown now, a husk of its original fresh green. She rearranged them each time she dusted, which wasn’t very often, but they kept their places there, in her line of sight.


She had got rid of some of them over the years. Those rotting or decayed or the worse for wear. Some had disappeared, carried off by ants or mice. There had been so many at first; it had seemed an abundance. Even on a trip to the local shop to fetch milk, he would find some treasure, a butterfly’s wing or an empty chrysalis, and bring it home as if trying to prove that even in the burbs nature survived. That there were forces at work visible only to him.


Now she had to hang on to the few she had left.


At her old place – the flat with the sad-eyed windows – her friend, Mary, one of the other teachers from school, had joked about her ‘shrine to Craig’. Jen had smiled, and said nothing, but had not invited her over again.


Here, at least, there was no one to pester her.




Old Timer


Whenever she left the property, she could see the world in colour patches again. At home, and even in the studio, she couldn’t stop honing in on the ever-changing detail. It helped to be in a moving vehicle, blurring things a little. At this time of year, the blue of the mountain came closer in tone to the green of the trees.


At the ridge she caught the glint of sun on sea, the river winding out to meet it. Her road had once been on the coach route to the goldfields. Now it was a road to nowhere, of interest only as a short cut for tradesmen, or weekenders shopping for real estate – Sunday drivers dreaming of a quiet life, and disrupting the quiet of others. Her road home.


On the edge of town, she slowed to allow a mother duck and her string of ducklings to cross the road near the lagoon, and drove on.


She shopped in the next town, only another five minutes by car. The supermarket was much better, part of the same chain but bigger and managed differently, and the fruit stall was on the way home – and there was less chance of seeing people who might know her.


Jen waited for a woman to reach the bank of the new pedestrian crossing, and reverse-angle-parked right out front of the store, which was a good start. She had remembered her shopping bags, too. Focused, for once, on the practicalities of the day. She had a list, her ATM card, and late morning was the least busy time.


She hurried past the headlines, locked in mesh outside the newsagent, screaming MANHUNT and STATE-WIDE SEARCH.


The store had the best parmesan for miles around; the manager of Italian origin, perhaps. She took her time choosing a piece, a thin wedge without too much rind.


‘Excuse me, love?’


The man standing next to her was balding, sweaty, an aged KingGee shirt tight over his barrel of a belly. Surely she was too old to be called love, even by this senior citizen.


‘You’re Peter’s daughter?’


She shut her eyes, just for a moment. Wished herself teleported home.


‘Jenny.’ He held out his hand. ‘Sam Pels.’


His handshake was firm, as they all were round here. There weren’t many concessions made for women. Not for her, anyway.


‘That’s me,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I remember you, though. I’m sorry.’


‘You were just a tiny thing. Riding around in that damned red truck,’ he said. ‘But I see that little girl’s face in yours.’


She smelled sawdust, the oily cool of a shed. ‘You ran the mill,’ she said. ‘Down by the creek.’ The Pels mill had been the last to shut down, when she was sitting her final exams.


‘That’s it.’


She leaned on the trolley handle, slipped one foot out of her slide. She had been at the mill the Sunday before her father left, making a pyramid of wood shavings while the men talked. Her father had come out cranky, she remembered that. Didn’t speak the whole way home. ‘I’m sorry if he let you down,’ she said.


Sam coughed. ‘Your dad was a good man,’ he said. ‘I never bought into any of the talk.’


‘Good men don’t abandon their children,’ she said. ‘Or walk off and leave their wives with all their debt.’


‘Fair enough. Must have put you and your mum through hell. I’m just saying I always figured he must have had a real good reason.’


That was exactly what she was afraid of. It would almost be better if there had been another woman. Another family. ‘Guess we’ll never know.’


Sam looked around, appraised a young mother filling a bag with Granny Smiths behind them. ‘I know he loved you. Never shut up about you being a great artist one day. Getting out of here.’
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