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    Praise for The Lost Swimmer


    ‘A vivid, suspenseful thriller’ Sydney Morning Herald


    ‘Reminiscent of Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr Ripley . . . In the best thriller traditions, this exciting novel’s end-game contains an unexpected twist.’ The Age
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    ‘The definition of a page-turner.’ Marie Claire


    ‘A smartly constructed, tense thriller that will leave you guessing until the very end. It’s a remarkable debut from former filmmaker Ann Turner, who’s destined to become a prominent name in Australian writing.’ Better Reading


    ‘I knew The Lost Swimmer had won me over when I was standing in line at the supermarket and all I could think about was what was going to happen next in Ann Turner’s impressive debut novel. A suspenseful and dramatic thriller.’ Readings


    ‘We had pins and needles trying to unravel the truth throughout Turner’s crisply written, cleverly plotted tale of deceit.’ iBooks Editor
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‘Everything flows and nothing abides, everything gives way and nothing stays fixed.’


Heraclitus c. 535–475 BC
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The sand was washed clean today, stretching wide at low tide. I ran along the glistening shore thinking of something I’d read last night: that you could travel a thousand miles and never notice anything. I suspected that this was as false now as when it was written by a Greek philosopher in the fifth century BC. Surely powers of observation would eventually take hold?


Two parrots were swinging upside down, a blaze of red and blue, sliding beaks and claws along a tree root that erupted from the stark ochre cliff. They swirled upright and bobbed about in a crazy dance, then one suddenly bit the other and flew off screeching in an ear-shattering blast as Big Boy, my border collie retriever, torpedoed from the shallows in a black and white streak and snapped at my heels. Years ago we’d rescued this shaggy giant from an animal shelter; now that the kids, James and Erin, were away at university in Melbourne, Big Boy was my reason for fitness, my daily coach.


The low rays of the sun tingled my skin as I scanned the ocean, a burning sapphire glowing with the promise of a long, hot summer on the Surf Coast. Hugging around the base of Victoria, this stretch of bush and beach lay exposed to dangerous storms off Bass Strait. But today there was no fierce swell; the waves rolled in gently, crystal clear. And yet for all the pleasure this morning gave, a hard fist gnawed deep inside my gut, clenched and pushing and out of control.


Heart pumping, I pounded up the cliffs through the moonah trees, resistance in my muscles making me aware of every one of my forty-seven years. Slamming through the pain, minutes later I rounded the bend to where our weatherboard home perched atop a steep drive, one massive glass door peering out like a Cyclops to the bleached timber deck. The house floated in a pale eucalypt haze, as if it might untether at any moment and drift away.


On the kitchen table a note lay bathed in sunshine. Sorry, couldn’t wait, see you tonight xxx. Carelessly scrawled, unlike my husband Stephen’s usual meticulous handwriting. He must have been in an extraordinary hurry. My stomach kicked again as I strode to the bathroom, stripping off my sweat-stained clothes and dropping them on the floor. I caught myself in the mirror, shoulder-length dark blonde hair plastered to my face, blue eyes clouded with frustration. What was so important that meant he couldn’t wait? As water pounded my skin I cursed. Although I’d been an archaeologist for twenty years and a professor for five, this was my first stint heading the School of Classics and History at Coastal University, whereas Stephen, an economics professor, had led his department twice. I was used to sifting through dirt for fragments of the past, writing about the daily life of lost cultures and supervising my students, but dealing with the problems of colleagues, often urgent, was challenging. We were under pressure from budget cuts and I desperately needed Stephen’s advice on several issues.


Suddenly I heard a volley of barks rising to a crescendo of growls. I stilled beneath the water, listening for Big Boy to stop, wondering what had set him off. When he escalated into frantic yelps I leaped from the shower.


The dog’s claws were scratching like razors, raw against the glass. I wrapped my towel tight and peered out.


A kangaroo and her tiny joey lingered in the shadows at the edge of our lawn.


‘Shh, it’s okay.’ Relief flooded through me but Big Boy’s yelps grew more hysterical. Slipping my fingers beneath his collar I banished him into the depths of the house, and then I crept back and watched as the mother began nibbling tender shoots and the joey, tentative at first, bit down on the sweet blades. The kangaroos moved slowly through the dewy grass as they grazed. The mother had a fluorescent tag in her ear and a red band around her neck, on which BONNIE was written in large black letters – she was part of the local mob being tracked by a university study. The joey looked up shyly. Bonnie tensed and rose to her full towering height. Strong and proud, she stretched almost two metres from the ground. Our eyes locked and she became instantly still.


Bonnie had never been this far down the hill before. Her gaze was calm, alert, full of trust.


In a flurry of upside-down crumpling the joey fled into his mother’s pouch, a wisp of tail the only clue to his existence until he righted himself and his perfect little head popped out, peeping back, emboldened. Bonnie turned abruptly, her powerful legs propelling her and her son silently up the hill in seconds.


Amid the tranquility I realised I was late for work.
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‘It’s a matter of integrity. He conducted the interviews without ethics approval, the start of a long, slippery slide if we let him get away with it,’ I said to the members of the Faculty of Arts Ethics Committee.


‘But he’s only twenty-four.’ Douglas McCall, his tiny head protruding from a floppy brown suit giving him the appearance of a vulnerable turtle, fixed me with rheumy eyes. ‘He meant no harm and he doesn’t need this setback.’


‘I’m concerned that he misled vulnerable women,’ I countered.


‘You’re always trying to save the wrong ones, Bec,’ McCall growled in a fatherly manner.


The rest of the committee, clearly divided, sat mutely. ‘Could the Dean rule on this perhaps?’ asked McCall.


Our Dean of Arts, Professor Priscilla Chiton, blinked once and then leaned forward, speaking softly so everyone had to draw towards her. Cornflower-blue eyes, stylishly cut blonde hair and a designer suit in the finest linen added to her complete authority. I’d known Priscilla for years – she was a French historian. In the early days we were friends. Now, we usually never agreed on anything.


‘I’m with Rebecca on this.’ Priscilla’s mellow voice floated across the room. ‘I’ll be referring it up to the next level. It’s completely unacceptable to carry out interviews for a PhD without ethics approval, particularly when the subject is the views of female prisoners on corrupt police.’ Priscilla stacked her papers, banging them on the desk as she rose to indicate the meeting was over.


•  •  •


The worn chair, foam hanging out like honeycomb, with a wonky tilt I’d grown to love, met me with a sigh as I sank into it.


‘How did you go?’ Melinda Hoppen raced in eagerly, piercing me with cat-green eyes. In her early life Melinda had been a model, part of the Chelsea set. Her looks hadn’t faded and she stood out here, a style icon even now, with a crop of thick brown hair, tall, perfect figure and an agility that defied her sixty-odd years.


‘Priscilla was really supportive.’


Melinda dropped a heavy pile of papers on my desk. ‘Watch your back if she’s nice.’ She walked out dramatically.


My email bleeped – more than fifty new missives had arrived in my absence. I scrolled through. Oliver Yeats, an Australian History professor, was bitterly protesting about moving to a smaller room – he was due to retire the following year and we urgently needed his space to squeeze in several post-docs. This would be hard, confronting as it did the end of his less-than-spectacular career and the downward spiral of this decent man’s awful path to irrelevance. Trappings. The world was full of them. Western societies and our need for grand spaces and trinkets to carve out our place in the social order fascinated me. I set up a meeting with my poor friend knowing his displacement was inevitable, then turned to the papers Melinda had brought in and began signing authorisations, granting the wishes of so many colleagues I felt angelic.


‘There’s a group of staff to see you, Bec.’ Melinda stuck her head through the doorway and lowered her voice. ‘They say it’s urgent.’


My three most trusted allies filed in. Robert Fleming (American Revolution) was a huge bruin of a man, Constance Fitzsimmons (Early European) was beanstalk thin with a shock of red hair and Rachel Levine (Jewish Studies) was my dear friend, small and impeccably groomed.


‘We’ve heard that Priscilla’s made a complaint about you to the Vice-Chancellor. We want to go and see him,’ Robert burst out. ‘I was talking to Priscilla’s assistant, that dreadful Amber, who let slip.’


My neck stiffened in horror. ‘I should’ve guessed something was up when Priscilla was sweet today,’ I said. ‘She’s an absolute disgrace.’


‘She’s been white-anting you right up to the top,’ said Rachel. ‘I rang around and found she’s been lobbying members of the Council as well as the VC.’


‘This is terrible,’ said Constance. ‘What are we going to do? I’m worried if we go to the Vice-Chancellor, that lot will just close ranks like they always do.’


‘And Priscilla’s upped her attack on Josie and Pam,’ said Rachel.


I drew in my breath, frustrated. Josie Sweeney (German History) and Pam Edwards (Ancient World) were in Priscilla’s sights and were both about to go on maternity leave. I’d been protecting them and had just sent Priscilla detailed performance reports that showed how valuable they were.


‘Have you seen Josie?’ boomed Robert. ‘She waddled in yesterday about to drop the baby, and when we tried to send her home she wouldn’t go. She was too nervous about her job.’


‘Is she here today?’ I said.


‘Yes. I’ve never seen anyone so stressed,’ said Constance. ‘She burst into tears when I asked how she was.’


‘I’ll speak to her. I know her blood pressure’s through the roof. At least Pam’s stayed at home,’ I said.


Everyone went quiet.


‘Hasn’t she?’


Rachel looked at me evenly. ‘Not since she received the letter inviting her to take a package and leave by the end of semester. It came this morning while you were at the meeting. Josie got one too.’


‘The letters expressly state they’re not allowed to talk to you and must go directly to Priscilla.’ Constance paused. ‘They’re intimating you’re not our Head anymore.’


I tried to speak but nothing came out. Stephen had warned this job could get political, and after eighteen months I thought I was getting the hang of it. Now I’d landed in the middle of a minefield: it would be humiliating if I were removed as Head and awful if I couldn’t look after the people I cared about.


‘It will be all right. We’ll see to it,’ said Rachel firmly.


I tried to order my thoughts, and then finally I spoke, more calmly than I felt. ‘Thanks so much for coming, I’m very grateful. I’ll fight my own battle for now, if that’s okay. But Josie and Pam are in real danger and we need to support them in every way possible.’


The group slowly murmured assent and began to file out. Rachel was the last to go. She hung a warm arm around me and squeezed tight. ‘Just be careful, Bec. This may be worse than you think.’


I attempted to calm myself with deep breathing as I crossed the campus but it only made me dizzy. Flags proclaiming the merits of Coastal University hung in a line of honour. Their soft tick-ticking against poles sounded like yacht sails. Yachts that could be shipwrecked.


The day was becoming a scorcher and students had melted away. My steps echoed as I strode into the startling new building that rose like a silver tsunami where the Dean awaited in her million-dollar digs.


Amber, a Machiavellian sandwich of a person, smiled sweetly and ushered me straight through to where Priscilla sat typing intently on her computer. I took a seat opposite.


‘On the comfy chairs,’ Priscilla didn’t raise her eyes. I repositioned myself in a leather chair, sea-blue to match the watery expanse below that stretched to the horizon.


‘I’ll just be a minute.’ Fifteen passed, and the tapping of fingers on keys became a volley of bullets. Finally I gave in.


‘I do have other meetings, Priscilla.’


She looked up, feigning surprise, and joined me in the plush chairs.


‘Yes, I did send those letters this morning and I did mean the implication that your School is without a Head,’ she said without prompting.


‘But you can’t just stand me down like that.’


‘Then you’ll need to prove you’re worthy of the position. It’s come to my attention that you’ve been undermining me left, right and centre to anybody who’ll listen. I’m not going to lie: your gossip hurts, Rebecca. Personally and professionally. Did you really think it wouldn’t get back to me? Whatever actions I’ve needed to take – and they haven’t been easy, but in the current economic climate we’ve no choice – there you’ve been, thwarting me, taking up the fight to our colleagues. I’m not alone, many people are sick of you.’


No wonder she’d been nice this morning. Like a cat with a mouse. ‘I’m here to talk about Josie and Pam,’ I replied, keeping my voice steady.


‘I’ve reviewed the paperwork. Neither has fulfilled the most basic requirements,’ said Priscilla. ‘Not even one refereed journal article in three years.’


‘But they’re each lecturing in four subjects – more than they should, because we’re so short staffed. And they’re both flat out writing books and have family responsibilities.’


‘Books that don’t have Research Council money.’


‘They have publishers, which is no small feat in this climate.’


‘They need research grants. You know how important that is to our quality review; if we’re not placed highly our rankings will go down. That affects us all.’


‘When they publish, that’ll count in the quality review.’


‘Promises aren’t enough. They’ve had their chance. In any event, you’re drastically over-budget and prancing around as though that’s meaningless. Because you won’t take the necessary steps, I’m going to have to. And if you’re not careful, that will include replacing you with a Head who’ll do the job. Take this as an informal warning.’


My stomach lurched. I took a conciliatory tone. ‘Priscilla, Josie and Pam are hard-working members of staff. They’re fantastic teachers and their courses attract significant numbers of students, which actually helps our financial position.’


‘You know I can’t force anything. They’re voluntary redundancies.’


‘So, they can say no?’


‘Absolutely not. It’s your job to persuade them to go.’


‘But it will just make our budget situation worse if we can’t offer some of our most popular subjects.’


Priscilla checked her watch. ‘I have another meeting.’ She walked to her desk. ‘Oh, one more thing.’ A flicker of a smile touched her rouged lips. ‘You and I will be undergoing mediation. The Vice-Chancellor has suggested it to see if we can resolve our differences.’


Defeat. Utter defeat. I’d been the last one standing; now all five Heads of School in the Faculty of Arts would be in mediation with Priscilla. The room was stuffy and as my blood drained, Priscilla stood waiting for my response. I didn’t lift my head, staring instead at her designer sandals, in blue and white leather of the finest quality. I could feel Priscilla’s hands making pincer movements.


‘What’s wrong?’ she said, looking down at her sandals.


‘They’re an unusual colour. I’ve never seen a blue quite like it,’ I commented and walked out, leaving Priscilla studying her footwear.


By the time I slumped back to my office, one of my brightest PhD students, Carl, had arrived for his monthly meeting. I fought to banish the awful prospect of mediation with Priscilla as he spoke passionately about a dig on Lefnakos, an idyllic Greek island he was due to visit this European summer. I had been, and I shuddered at the memory. Several years ago, the day after I’d flown out, the place had caved in, killing five tourists and two archaeologists; I felt incalculably sad for them. I’d been working in the very spot of the collapse, sitting just a day before in my tiny air-conditioned tent, with all my high-tech equipment for analysing the constitution of the glass fragments that were painstakingly dug from the soil and handed over like fragile babies to have their secrets slowly revealed. One of my closest friends, Burton, had been badly hurt. He now got around in a wheelchair, his once-powerful legs crushed and useless, and had moved to Crete. I hadn’t been back and was uneasy about Carl going, even though the area had been reopened and declared safe. It was a freak accident, unlucky, one that could happen anywhere at any time. Yet I still didn’t want him there.


Carl had stopped and was watching expectantly.


‘You know my feelings about that dig.’


He said nothing, letting the silence stretch, a code he’d developed with me over the years.


‘Anyway, why don’t you leave what you’ve written and we’ll set up another time? I’m a bit distracted today, so please forgive me.’


‘Is there anything I can do to help?’


‘No, just keep writing like you are. That helps.’


Carl flushed with pleasure and hurried out. He’d deserved better.


•  •  •


Big Boy padded onto the deck. Where was Stephen? This was so unlike him. Leaving early. Not mentioning that he’d be late. And tonight, when I really needed him, he wasn’t answering my calls. The dog started whimpering, gazing with come-hither eyes. I ignored him and took a large gulp of wine. It was my favourite time of evening, when the patch of sky through eucalypts morphed into a deep blue that washed to violet then rich purple as yellow-crested cockatoos screeched across high above like soft-winged puppets.


But Big Boy was a master at expressions that went straight to the heart. I grabbed his leash and we struck out for the beach.


The sea shimmered silver in the dusk, a smudge of pink glowing in the fragile clouds on the horizon. There were a few surfers on the breakers, as sleek as seals in their wetsuits. Big Boy galloped happily beside me. I wondered if my job could be at risk after two solid decades at Coastal, rising up the ranks from tutor to lecturer to senior lecturer, associate professor and finally professor, each promotion hard won through sacrifice, travelling constantly between semesters to digs in Greece, writing in every snatched moment, losing time with my children I could never retrieve. I had tenure, and post-grads came because of my reputation. I was supervising fourteen PhDs. My publication and grant records were impeccable. I’d written five books in the area of cultural archaeology, edited several collections and had articles in all the major international journals. I was a Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. Surely Priscilla couldn’t ignore that I was an asset?


And yet her attack was so strident, so confident.


Rounding the bluff I pounded along the wild ocean beach. Pale aquamarine waves crashed to shore, sending up a haze of ghostly droplets, frothing white as they heaved back into the rocks – outcrops that lurked beneath the surface, stretching for miles, in days gone by tricking vessels that had sailed unwittingly into trouble, foundered and broken up. Loved ones who had never come home, taken by the sea. I knew the dull ache, the gap that could never be filled. The cruel consequences.


Not for me to be another lost soul. I would fight Priscilla and win.
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‘What’s this for?’ Stephen said as I hugged into his tall, strong body, warm and reassuring. His dark eyes looked down at me from beneath a flop of black hair, tanned skin and soft, neatly trimmed mustache and beard that showed no hint of grey; he glowed with health. His aftershave was newly applied and I breathed in the usual soapiness. It was his habit to swim after work; when the kids were teenagers they’d all go together, racing home afterwards for hot showers. These days if Stephen was busy he’d skip the swim but he still liked to throw himself into the shower and freshen up for dinner, a trait I found endearing.


‘Why were you late?’ I asked as Big Boy barked happily about us. ‘Didn’t you get my messages?’


‘What’s wrong?’ He brushed strands of hair from my brow. ‘Tell me about it.’


‘Over wine. What’s for dinner?’


Stephen looked helplessly at the empty stove. ‘I’m sorry, I completely forgot it was my turn.’ Flashing an apologetic smile he made a quick retreat. ‘Let’s go out?’ he called, climbing the stairs two at a time. ‘We can grab a meal at the golf club.’


‘I haven’t got time, I need to work tonight,’ I called back, annoyed.


‘I’ll cook something simple, then. How about a casserole? Would you mind getting it started? I just have to make one phone call.’


I slopped meat into Big Boy’s bowl and thumped it down. He looked up, alarmed. I tiredly chopped onions and within minutes they were sautéing in a deep pan, their scent pungent and so homely I could almost hear the orchestral riff of the six o’clock news that was forever entwined with my mother’s cooking.


After I put the casserole in the oven, I went out to the deck and poured another glass of wine, reminding myself to sip slowly or there’d be no work done after all.


A shadow crossed the light and the door slid open. ‘So, what happened today?’ Stephen’s voice cut softly into the silky air.


‘That sociopath Priscilla is on the warpath.’


Stephen flinched.


‘Oh, don’t be like that, for goodness sake,’ I retorted. ‘Just hear me out.’


‘I’ve been listening to angry people all day.’


‘Priscilla’s trying to sack us all!’


‘That’s ridiculous. What on earth’s happened?’ Stephen leaned back in his chair. He was wearing a pair of loose shorts, and his soft blue cotton shirt was half unbuttoned. His dark eyes focused on me with concern, their astute intelligence radiating.


‘She’s gone to the Vice-Chancellor about me,’ I said.


Stephen grew still. ‘Why?’


‘She’s claiming I’m incompetent. And she’s making me have mediation with her like the rest of them.’


Stephen took the bottle and poured a large glass.


‘You’ve forgotten to fill mine.’ I tapped his arm and wine slopped everywhere. Stephen cursed.


‘Has she spelled out on what grounds she’s basing this?’ he asked.


‘Not really – except to say that I gossip. And that I’m too soft. And some nonsense about being over-budget, which still doesn’t make sense.’


Stephen wiped up the spilled wine in one deft movement. ‘She has no right,’ he said. ‘I’ll speak to the Vice-Chancellor. This must be nipped in the bud.’ He stood abruptly. ‘Thanks for putting the dinner on. Promise I’ll cook tomorrow.’ He kissed the top of my head and went inside.


I watched him fondly as he moved about the kitchen, tossing together a salad. Then suddenly he returned and, bending down, lifted me in his arms. His fingers brushed against my skin as he lifted my dress and manoeuvred me into the house, smothering my lips with his own, which were wet and hot and tasted of wine. ‘Not now,’ I said softly, ‘I’m not in the mood.’


‘You looked so beautiful sitting there. I just don’t want you to be worried.’ His hands and lips worked their way over my tense body, smoothing knots of muscle, calming my jaded nerves. Slowly I started to let go.


‘We’ll sort it out,’ he said and a familiar surge of attraction jolted through me. ‘You’ll be okay.’


My mind went blank as he flipped me around and kissed down my spine, each burning impact fervent and rough. His breath was hot on my neck and his aftershave smelled of orange blossom in spring. I found my body falling back into his, responding ever more forcefully to his touch. Soon I was caught in a fever, with a thirst that couldn’t be quenched but was continually satisfied.


•  •  •


The next morning he’d left early again. Another note peered up from the table. Enjoyed last night. Enormously! xxx


Last night had been unusual: not the same old marital routine. It was as if Stephen had been exploring my body for the first time. Although it had been a welcome distraction from my troubles, something wasn’t right.


I itemised my contact with him: nothing out of the ordinary until these past days – the leaving early, coming home late. A dead weight ran through my veins.


Surely I wasn’t imagining it? The raw intimacy of last night had been genuinely different.


•  •  •


The campus was humming with students, cooler weather having flushed them out. Melinda looked up expectantly as I entered.


‘Something you need from me, Mel?’


‘Just a nice cup of tea. And a holiday.’ The last said with unusual emphasis.


‘You’d really like to go on holiday? But you never go on holiday.’


‘I was thinking of New York. People say it’s vibrant and I love the architecture,’ she smiled shyly, her lips sensuous beneath immaculately applied lipstick. ‘You know how I always read travel books? I think it’s time to get back out there.’


‘Well, just let me know when you’ve firmed up your dates and I’ll arrange it.’


‘I was hoping it could be in the next fortnight?’


‘So soon?’ My heart sank. ‘It’ll be tricky putting things in place that quickly.’


‘I just feel . . .’ Melinda’s eyes teared up in a very un-Melinda-like way. ‘Frankly I feel the Faculty’s falling to pieces and there’s nothing I can do about it.’


I reached out a hand but Melinda sat down heavily and started shuffling papers. ‘I was around in the fifties when people were witch-hunted for all sorts of things. In the sixties I partied so hard I didn’t notice anyone but myself. In the seventies I never really became a feminist but I always admired those women.’


I had no idea where she was heading. I perched on a corner of her desk, interested.


‘You know that my husband and I split up ten years ago?’


‘I remember it was just after I met you.’


‘And I really felt then I was too old to do much, now I was on my own again. But I . . . I see so much going on here . . .’ Melinda delicately brushed away a tear and, reaching out with trembling hands, picked up a letter. ‘You don’t deserve this, Bec.’


I read the details of my first mediation session with Priscilla, set for next week.


‘It’s demeaning and that letter is just full of lies,’ said Melinda.


There was nothing much new from yesterday’s meeting except a warning that formal action might be taken if I failed to attend and that the focus would be on my communication and leadership skills.


‘It’s okay, Mel. Who knows, maybe I’ll come out a new and improved person?’


‘You don’t need improving and you haven’t got time.’


‘It’s a gross waste of money and Priscilla’s a hypocrite, I agree. Cutting staff, cutting budgets and yet she pushes all this rubbish.’


Melinda was looking at me with pity.


‘Well, I’m made of sterner stuff than that,’ I continued firmly, ‘I’ll just do what she says. Better that she picks on me than someone weaker.’ I stuffed the letter into my pocket. ‘What’s annoying is that I’d planned to stay home and write that day.’


I was working on a book about Santorini in the seventeenth century BC and was in the middle of a chapter on the volcanic eruption where people had fled from their settlement in Akrotiri. Many items had been found at the settlement, either forgotten or left in haste; my favourite was a gold ibex figurine hidden inside a larnax, a clay chest. The little ibex, which looked like a child’s impression of a goat mixed with a baby horse, stood in relaxed repose. The gold was pure with a sublime lustre. It was likely his owners had run high into the hills and only then realised that their most precious possession had been forgotten. After the eruption Akrotiri was buried in lava, houses entombed, the ibex waiting patiently for millennia until it was again cherished. But its precise use was lost in the mists of time. What was its significance?


‘You’re not going to think badly of me are you, like a rat abandoning ship?’ Melinda’s voice cut through my thoughts.


‘Never. Email me the details and I’ll sign off and send it to HR. Won’t New York be cold at this time of year?’


‘Freezing. I want a change of everything, including the weather. I’m hoping it’ll be cloaked in snow.’


‘And how long are you going for?’


Silence.


‘Mel?’


She suddenly looked old. ‘I was thinking until the end of next semester.’


‘But that’s a lifetime!’


‘I have enough leave owing. I want to travel around, catch up with friends in Seattle and San Francisco. I thought you could get Justine in here? She’ll watch your back. I’ve run it past her and she said she’d wrangle a temporary transfer from Politics.’


‘Really? Well, I guess . . .’ Melinda looked desperate. ‘I’ll call her. I’m sure we’ll be able to make this work for you.’


‘You’re a brick.’


I smiled, doing my best to hide my concern. What would I do without her?


•  •  •


Their bellies stretched in front of them like two boulders. Pam Edwards, rushing straight from an Ancient History lecture, wore a body-hugging T-shirt and tapered trousers to accentuate her impossibly long legs; she matched these with killer stilettos that gave her the height of a giraffe and was accessorised to the hilt with chunky jewellery. Josie Sweeney was decked out in the traditional hide-all smock over bare legs; her feet reclined in Birkenstocks. Their faces were alike – both tragic.


‘She’s sent us another letter.’ Pam passed it across.


Josie’s voice was a whisper. ‘It’s so awful, being made to feel worthless. My husband and doctor think I should take the package.’


‘You might feel that now, but when you’re home alone with your child you may want this place, at least part-time in the first few years, which we can manage,’ I replied. ‘You’re anything but worthless. You know how highly the students rate you. And the way through our trouble is to get more enrolments, not keep shrinking the department out of existence.’


Josie nodded, sniffing back tears. ‘I’ve always loved coming to work.’


‘My family want me to leave too,’ said Pam as she rubbed her belly. ‘I’ve become unbearable around the house. I’m screaming at everyone. I’m really worried what I’m doing to our baby. Ooh!’ A smile split her face. ‘He just kicked!’


Josie thrust out a hand. ‘I can feel him, there’s another one!’


‘Little bugger,’ chuckled Pam, her hand on her belly noticeably lifting as he kicked again. ‘I reckon he’s going to be a footballer like his granddad. Or a horse. I do really want to stay,’ she added, looking at me with pleading eyes. ‘I’m thinking of going to the union.’


‘Priscilla says the next round won’t be voluntary,’ said Josie.


I quickly read the letter, trying to quash my feelings of inadequacy. There it was in black and white: the threat of forced redundancies if not enough people took the voluntary packages. ‘Get the union to speak to me. We’ll coordinate our actions,’ I said.


Pam nodded but I could see she didn’t mean it; she didn’t believe I’d be an asset.


‘We’ll get through this,’ I said.


•  •  •


Troubling irregularity found in accounts. Urgently need to meet.


I sighed as I re-read the email from Alison Wishart, our School Administrator. Alison had been seconded across from Architecture after I became Head, at Priscilla’s insistence, the Dean claiming I lacked experience with money. To Priscilla’s annoyance, Alison and I had grown close and I relied on her when it came to budgets.


Come straight over, I shot back, and she arrived minutes later in a luscious yellow dress with black stripes. She looked like a bee – and a rather angry one.


‘There’s a very strange account that’s been opened in Athens,’ buzzed Alison as soon as she sat down. ‘Do you know anything about it?’


‘No. Athens . . . why would we have an account there?’


‘Well, that’s what anyone’s going to ask who looks at these books. And, Rebecca – it would appear that you’ve approved this account.’


‘What’s it for? Why on earth would I have signed off on an Athens account? I can be a bit preoccupied when it comes to paperwork but surely I wouldn’t be that vague?’


‘It’s like it’s written by a drunk. Sorry, not casting aspersions . . . but listen to this: “Account for food and wine and accommodation and wine/travels.” ’


I quickly scanned the printouts. One was a bank statement in the name of Coastal University School of Classics and History with a very large deposit and multiple small withdrawals.


‘Embezzlement is what it looks like.’ Alison peered over the rims of her fashionable glasses with a frosty stare. ‘I’m going to have to report this to Faculty straightaway. You can’t just go opening accounts overseas in the university’s name.’


‘Oh God, Alison, can’t we get to the bottom of it here? That’s all Priscilla needs, ammunition against me that makes it look like I’m party to fraud – and hedonistic fraud at that. There must be an explanation. For a start, if someone was trying to hide that sort of thing they wouldn’t be so explicit, would they?’ I looked up, seeking her approval.


Alison stiffened. ‘I don’t know, there’ve been a few irregularities I’ve picked up. This one’s just for a great deal more money. And Athens as the location is unacceptable.’


‘Who’s accessed it?’


‘It would appear to be Josie Sweeney.’


‘But Josie has nothing to do with anything Greek.’


‘That’s exactly what I thought,’ said Alison. ‘Whereas . . .’ She paused and her face bloomed. ‘Your work is generally based in Greece, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, maybe I do understand . . .’ I said, as a thought occurred.


Alison waited in tense silence as I shuffled through more of the paperwork.


‘Pam Edwards took a student tour to Greece in January last year in semester break to study pre-historic Hellenic culture. We had a lot of older students sign up and we hoped it would be a money-spinner. In the end we only broke even, but people had a great time – and who knows, we still might get some endowments or donations from the happy alumni.’


‘Imbibing a lot of Greek wine, by the looks of it.’ Alison’s voice dripped with disapproval.


‘Anyway, Josie went with Pam to help wrangle the students, and she was also interested in the itinerary.’


‘I’m not surprised.’


‘Okay, so they, we – I – made a mistake. This separate account shouldn’t have been opened, should it?’


‘Absolutely not! What were you thinking, Rebecca? You know all finances have to go through the central system.’ Alison’s flesh was now as red as a tomato.


‘I’m sorry, I do recall now. Pam told me she’d set it up in the way it had been done before and I didn’t check what that meant. I just approved it. Which means there must have been other accounts like it in the past.’


‘Not my problem. I’m only going back one financial year, thank the Lord.’ The last muttered under her breath.


‘Do we really have to report this? Can’t we just clean it up? It wasn’t fraud, just an innocent mistake. No one was hurt.’


‘I’ll think about it.’ Alison scooped up the papers and flew out.


Her dangerously noncommittal answer showed me that Alison’s allegiance was not as strong as I’d thought. No doubt she’d run to Faculty to ensure she wasn’t implicated in any manner.


I felt a wave of fear as I imagined Priscilla’s response.
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It was mid-afternoon and the tide was out as I ran on the hard sand, Big Boy lolloping beside me, salty, misty droplets swirling off the crashing sea. I tried to force thoughts of Alison and Priscilla from my mind; I needed to focus on the surprise party I was holding tonight for Stephen’s fiftieth birthday – but that only made me more apprehensive, because when I’d sent the invitations ages ago, I’d included the Vice-Chancellor.


All morning I’d been cooped up. After reading the Saturday newspapers Stephen and I had each gone into our study to write. He thought the evening’s activity was going to entail chasing a comet, due to be visible in the dusk sky, and then dinner with the kids. He had no idea what really lay in wait, especially because his actual birthday wasn’t until next week.


The wind was buffeting as I ran towards the bluff, over slimy reef rocks that smelled deliciously of ocean tides. A young woman dressed in a vivid orange sari stood waist-high in the churning water beside a man stripped to his Y-fronts, a formal three-piece-suit on top. Laughing and hugging as a grey wall of waves rose behind, the orange cloth stood out boldly like a beacon as another be-suited man photographed them. He chuckled as he took the shot – two frail, loving humans about to be engulfed by the sea, captured forever in their hope.


Be careful! It’s dangerous! I wanted to call. Just last month, two Indian students had drowned a little further up the coast. But the trio was engrossed, another photo underway, the photographer now wading into the turbulent water. They were wildly happy. I stopped and hung my body down towards the sand, taking a breather until they finally came out safely onto the beach.


I resumed my run, bounding through leathery piles of kelp to the bay side of the bluff. The sea here was much more placid, friendly waves capped with white tips of salty froth, small sailing craft bobbing as though viewed in a painting. Children in wetsuits frolicked in the shallows; surfers further out rode the swell.


A kite-boarder took off, his rainbow-coloured sail catching the wind, filling up, and he was away, surfing over the waves, roaring along the shoreline, his muscular arms hanging tightly to the crossbar as he was swept effortlessly along. One minute he was close to shore, the next he was a dot on the horizon. Then he’d catch a wave and come zooming in again. I thought of Stephen. He used to windsurf but had stopped about ten years ago when he’d hurt his back. The kids had been teenagers and he hadn’t wanted to be incapacitated. He’d always insisted on taking his turn with them, ferrying them around, letting me get on with my work. I smiled as I remembered our first date here at the beach when I was twenty-two and he’d tried to get me to windsurf, but I’d refused. When he realised I wouldn’t go in the water he was kind. Later, he didn’t want me to go into my dark house alone, walking me to the door, waiting until I’d turned on the lights, then heading chivalrously back to his car after a soft, lingering kiss. The next date I’d invited him in and we’d been together ever since. I desperately wanted tonight to go well for him.


As I puffed up the cliff path the windsurfer was a distant speck out to sea. At the main road I clipped the leash onto Big Boy and we waited for a break in the line of gleaming cars making their way along the coast. As I crested the hill, the golf course lay below. To me, the sight of the mob of Eastern Grey kangaroos hopping among the golfers was always surreal. About a hundred roos were scattered around the fairways, and it was miraculous that they avoided being hit by the potentially lethal golf balls. The kangaroos loved grazing on the short sweet grass of the greens, and many a visiting golfer had been terrified as they hit up. But somehow the kangaroos, even the joeys, moved just in time to avoid the ball.


Inside the spacious clubrooms, airy floor-to-ceiling windows gave expansive views to the emerald course. I was surprised to see that tonight’s decorations for Stephen’s party were horribly minimal – a few balloons and some tacky bunting. My son James approached. At twenty-three he still had the pure skin and rosy cheeks of youth, but his body was tall and fit like his father’s. His fair hair and blue eyes came from my side. Sweet and thoughtful, he was studying dentistry and lived in a flat in Melbourne with two old schoolmates. James was a good scholar but could be a shocking judge of character.


‘Is this too daggy, Mum?’ He forlornly held up a limp bunch of blue and red bunting. ‘I think Klair got it at an op shop,’ he whispered. ‘I’m so sorry. I thought she’d be up to it but clearly she isn’t.’


His girlfriend Klair, who a year ago had spelled her name with a C, made a beeline for us. Gaunt and Goth with white powder and black robes, she was in her early twenties, trumped up and full of herself. ‘So, you’ve come to help?’ she demanded.


‘I can’t stay,’ I replied. ‘I need to keep Stephen occupied.’


‘Oh.’ Klair didn’t hide her gormless disappointment. ‘We’re running late – James and I slept in. Big night out, you know how it is.’


‘You’ll be fine,’ I said, trying to stay positive. ‘We’re cramming lots of people in and we’ll dim the lights.’


‘It’s four o’clock already,’ said James.


‘I’ll phone Melinda and see if she can get here to help,’ I said and James nodded, relieved. ‘Just do your best,’ I kissed his soft hair – it always reminded me of emu feathers – and kept a smile on my face as I dialled Mel’s number. My mind was ticking in double-time as I waited for her to answer. If she couldn’t help I didn’t know what I’d do.


•  •  •


Erin, my daughter, twenty-one and happily living on campus in Melbourne studying law, had come early to organise the music. Her deep blue eyes and impish face dropped when I broke the news that there was a change of plan. She stood up trailing electric cables, her delicate hands wrapped tightly around a power cord, strangling it. She had been excited to be tonight’s DJ.


‘Darling, I know it’s not fair. It’s just all I could think of to save this mess. Melinda’s nephew is a professional DJ who comes with a huge lighting set-up. And we’re desperate for that, given the lack of decorations. I’ve asked him to use your tracks as well as his own.’


‘Just because James stuffed up with his stupid pretentious girlfriend shouldn’t mean all my hard work goes to waste. I’m out of here, then. There’s no point staying now.’ Her slender body slumped in on itself, tearing my heart. She bit back tears as she kicked the cables violently into the corner.


‘I’ll make it up to you, I promise.’


Erin shot off.


‘Where are you going?’ I tried to follow but she wrenched her arm away from my grasp. ‘Please stay?’


‘I’ll be where I’ll be, if you really care,’ she snapped cryptically and hurried through the doors to the outside world.


•  •  •


The last vapours of pink hung in the air like fairy floss and a gorgeous blue, rich and vast, flooded the sky. The wind had mellowed to a soft breeze; the evening was going to be clear and mild, perfect for comet hunting. I’d chosen my attire carefully – I couldn’t look too fancy or the game would be up. My new dress had a gorgeous cherry-blossom print and smelled faintly of jasmine and gardenia. It was short, low cut and rustled as I walked, making me feel young and light. Stephen’s white shirt, rolled at the sleeves, glowed; with his navy trousers, and jacket slung over his shoulder, he had a nautical feel. He draped an arm around me, then suddenly crushed me close and kissed me passionately.


Through the dusk I could see our neighbour Clarkey watching from his verandah; I felt like a china doll on show. I broke off the embrace and slipped into the passenger seat of Stephen’s shiny new car. The leather made a satisfying sigh and embraced my legs sensuously, giving me an unexpected deep thrill.


‘Let’s go,’ said Stephen with undisguised excitement.


We’d done this years before, when the kids were very young and a spectacular comet was visible. We’d left James and Erin with friends and taken off along open country roads to view the heavenly apparition. Alone, just the two of us with the universe. I’d been worn out at the time and temporarily getting away had been remarkable. I hadn’t expected to become enthralled by the comet but its majestic tail and white, bright centre had entranced me. It was one of the most memorable nights I’d ever had. Could we recreate it?


The car hummed down the driveway and we waved to Clarkey, who gave a friendly wave back. We were off, part one of the plan unfolding seamlessly. The first star of the evening twinkled pale, growing clearer by the second.


As we drove towards the beach we could see a crowd gathering in the darkness of the river mouth. Kids ran squealing, a lone woman’s voice soared in an eerie song, and strumming guitars echoed across the water. We parked and Stephen opened the sunroof, placing us as if within reach of the ever-darkening sky. More stars were peeking out and time felt suspended in breathless anticipation.


Silence was spreading as we walked hand-in-hand to the river. Small schools of fish darted in the current, shimmering in rippling pools of light from the boardwalk. I scanned the horizon at the point the comet was due to make its appearance. Empty. Through the centuries, comets had often inspired fear. Harbingers of doom, strange visitors foretelling events, usually of the ill variety.


I squeezed Stephen’s hand.


‘I wonder what it’ll look like?’ he said grinning, anticipation bringing out the young boy. The music grew louder as we walked onto the beach where the river met the sea. The crowd was large, about two hundred people. There was a hedonistic feel and yet no one was drunk or out of control. People were content. Clearly these observers didn’t share the dark superstitions about comets, celebrating instead the theory of comets as life givers, bombarding the planet billions of years ago and providing water and carbon, changing everything.


Suddenly the murmur in the crowd turned to a roar as the comet appeared on the horizon. It moved quickly as it hurtled through space and time, its brilliant white ball luminous, trailing translucent silvery feathers of light. Its core transformed to glow a deep, rich red as its effervescent tail shimmered brightly against the inky sky.


Its perfection was overwhelming.


‘Hop in!’ Stephen said.


With great effort I peeled my eyes from the celestial traveller and realised with a jolt that we had walked back to the car. Stephen opened the door and I slipped inside. Seconds later we were away, chasing the comet, which now shot from one side of our vision to the other as we twisted along the ocean road in pursuit. Stephen let out a cry of delight. His eyes gleamed as he navigated the road and simultaneously looked up at the comet. He was on full alert, completely lost in the moment.


The heavenly apparition danced and played across the sky. There one minute, disappearing the next, then back again, now a brilliant golden orb trailing sparkling silver threads. Although I knew that its nucleus was ice, gas and dust, its coma burning bright a dense cloud of water and gas, its luminous tail nothing but smoke-sized dust particles reflecting the sun’s light, the joyous comet seemed far removed from such mundane explanation. It was unique, alive, profoundly vivid. It burst into the heavens and simultaneously exploded in my mind, a messenger breathing promises of higher planes, of absolute union with the sky and one another. It was both spiritual and other, random and yet perfectly positioned as it played hide-and-seek in the dark orb above us.


Stephen put a burning hand on my arm and pulled into a shadowy, empty car park. He urged me outside, down a steep, sandy path towards the throbbing ocean. The comet was passing in an orderly path to the north. It seemed slower, more refined. And absolutely familiar.


‘Dinner can wait,’ said Stephen. ‘The kids won’t mind.’


The kids, I thought – James with his girlfriend problems, Erin’s fury with me. We lay down on the sand and watched the comet, waves crashing in the dark, and I felt a sudden shock. What if the heavens opened and revealed with a roar the force of all dark omens foretold by comets? As Stephen drew me to him, ghastly possibilities whirled and snapped through my mind. He kissed me tenderly, and I wanted to ask why he was suddenly so physical, but this was going to be Stephen’s big night; perhaps he was only lustful because he was turning fifty, trying to keep age at bay? After all, there was nothing bad in our marriage; it was easier now the kids had moved out. Over the years Stephen had taken far more than his share of looking after Erin and James while I was away on digs. He’d always encouraged and supported me in my work but I’d been a burden, stretching his kindness, leaving him to deal with the children’s resentment of my absence.


Now all that was behind us and we had freedom in our daily routines. We both loved our academic research and were absorbed in our writing. It was a good time of life.


But tonight things felt blurred, disturbed, and the comet’s bloody nucleus made me feel that awful things could happen. Perhaps I didn’t pay enough attention to Stephen. Did I take him for granted after twenty-five years? The abyss of night sky was deepening, infinite and empty, choking me, making my heart race out of control as I fell into the rhythm of our two bodies. In one startling moment I remembered all the horrendous pain and deaths of those I’d loved. My mother’s dreadful, shuddering breaths, the long gaps in between that went on for hours, days, before the death rattle. ‘She died in peace,’ we said. It was no such thing.


The inevitability of passing away when sickness took hold and there was no more that could be done by medicine or intervention. The gaping hole when my brother fled, unable to cope.


Stephen’s breathing was rapid now, shuddering breaths of his own. Had he done this recently with someone else? Was he about to destroy our family as surely as death? Could it be my fault?


The ocean pounded. And the horror of my father’s death, losing the person I’d loved most in the world to the angry sea reared before my eyes, his figure disappearing, beyond reach. Never to be reunited with his family.


Gone.


•  •  •


The sky was black and shimmering with stars when the comet departed. Panicking, I checked the time. We were late.


As our car purred up the long driveway, tall gums cast looming dark twins on the tarmac and the clubrooms appeared suddenly around the bend, lit up like an ocean liner at sea. To my relief festive lights festooned the deck creating a magical fairyland in which a swarm of shadowy revellers partied. Loud music thumped into the still bush night.


‘Someone must be having a function,’ said Stephen. ‘I hope we can get in. I guess the kids would have phoned if we couldn’t?’


‘I’m sure it’s okay.’


I let him lead me across the car park, placing my arm through the crook of his. As we funnelled down to the restaurant the whole area became alarmingly quiet. In the adjacent gambling room, the sound of poker machines grew to a relative crescendo; as we moved away, I felt like I might choke from the suspense.


‘The music’s stopped, how odd,’ said Stephen.
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