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And there is a physical bliss which cannot be compared to anything. The body is transformed into a gift. And one feels it is a gift because one is experiencing at source the unmistakable good fortune of material existence.

Clarice Lispector, ‘State of Grace’
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1. Home



Their father balanced behind the movie camera, shouting directions as he walked backwards and forwards in front of them. He handled the Kodak, their most valuable possession, as though it were an undulating live animal, a ferret or a snake, and it was leading him. The children took turns hunching under a cardboard box in the back garden for a sequence he told them would be funny later. When it was Dorothy’s turn she crouched like a turtle on the grass, forehead pressed into her bony knees, arms tucked down by her sides, and breathed hotly into her own skin while Michael lifted the box and placed it over her, a warm shadow, a rare private space. She inhaled it.

Clover flowers bumbled her cheeks and the cardboard smelled sandy and soft and the noises outside – a trickling bird, Michael, her sisters, their father’s voice, Daniel – were faint. A thick purple scab was escaping from one knee and the fresh skin beneath was suddenly there as the box lifted off and Evelyn said that it was her turn now and Dot tipped sideways and rolled onto her back, the sky exploding with light, Daniel leaning in to block the sun, his face dark in silhouette. ‘I am the dribble king.’

She grabbed him by the ankles, fingers around the bones and the tight band of his Achilles tendon, and toppled him so that he fell knees first to the grass. They scrambled up and he chased her round the garden, his shins and palms grazed with dirt and grass stains, and her father shouted, ‘Not there, you’re crossing the shot,’ and everyone else joined in the game and the sister under the box called mutedly, ‘What’s happening?’ and knelt up, the box over her head and shoulders, and their father said, ‘Not yet, Eve,’ but she lifted the box from her head, dropped it and said, ‘I’m thirsty,’ and trudged back past the clothesline and into the house, bending down to stroke the heavily pregnant family cat, who was climbing up the back step in the sun. Their father kicked the box.

By the lemon tree, laden with dimpled yellow blimps of fruit, Dorothy fake-dodged Daniel and wheeled round, squaring off to chase him back, and he sprinted up the side of the house, leaping in his bare feet over the shelled front yard as though it was hot coals, up the footpath that bulged and splintered with tree roots, past the houses of their neighbours and the home beautician’s where Dot’s mother got her legs waxed, around the spilled rubbish bag on the corner, past that kid on her bike with the ribbed pink handles, and the newsagent’s and the man leaning on the wall outside the halfway house, and across the empty street past the Chinese takeaway and the baker’s whose white bread went pasty over your teeth and the butcher with the smouldering fumes out the back from the smoking system. Suddenly Daniel was nowhere to be seen. The sour smell of potassium nitrate bloomed and the afternoon bracketed out in front of her; the street may as well have been empty. Dorothy turned and ran from the wide open space, the disappearing road behind.

When she burst through the front door, panting, and jogged towards the kitchen for a drink, Daniel was already there. He sat opposite Eve, tipped back on the chair legs. Fingers lightly anchored him to the edge of the table. Eve poured the clattering Scrabble letters out of their velvet drawstring bag, and pushed them round into a rough circle. ‘Michael!’ she called, her head tilted in the direction of the stairs. ‘Come on!’

Dorothy drained the glass of water and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘How did you get home so fast?’

‘Just generally supersonic.’ Daniel pulled the tea towel from the rung on the oven door, took the glass from her, shook it free of drops and wiped it dry. ‘We need this,’ he said, and plonked it upside down in the centre of the table.

A thick shaft of sunlight angled into the room, illuminating the fine dust over its surface like the near-invisible hairs on the children’s skin. Dorothy sat and felt something nudge against her knees. Her younger sister was hiding beneath the table. ‘Ruthie.’

‘Shh, I was going to tap,’ her sister said.

Eve pulled her out and onto her lap. ‘Are you scared?’

‘No.’ But she buried her face into Evelyn’s neck.

‘Go and get Michael.’

Ruth snuggled further into Eve, her arms clinging. Eve held the glass up to the light, squinting at the print that was still there from Dorothy’s lip. She rubbed it on her T-shirt. At the creaking of the back door, Ruth yelped, but it was just her brother. ‘Budge up,’ said Michael, pulling a chair in. They made a circle around the table, each of them touching the upside-down glass with their fingertips. The cream Scrabble tiles spread in the round, like fragments of an ancient mosaic sun. Afternoon breath. Stillness. In the waiting silence, a mewling came from upstairs.

The bottom drawer of the girls’ dresser protuded as it always did, the runners too stiff for the girls to jam back. On top of their clumsily folded sweaters lay the cat, licking goo off two newborn kittens, so tiny, their tails abrupt.

‘Shall we get Mom?’ asked Ruth, and the others said, ‘No, she’s out.’ The children crowded round, the Ouija board forgotten. This was what they had been waiting for. The cat convulsed and another kitten emerged, blind and squeaking with a tiny rasp, its mouth hingeing a yawn, the body shaky, the paws and face so complete. The mother cat craned towards it with her rough tongue and began to clean its fur.



The Forrests had moved, when Evelyn was eight, Dorothy seven and their youngest sister Ruth not yet at school, from oh my god the hub of the world, New York City, to Westmere, Auckland, New Zealand. Dot thought her father said, ‘At last we live in a cloudless society.’ Reasons to do, she later figured, with lack of success back home, a paucity of funds, an excess of entitlement. Frank was a second son and despite the Forrest trust fund he claimed to have been ‘cut loose without a net’. Even after emigration he couldn’t get a break into professional theatre. He took on Westmere’s amateur dramatics society where over time he would dwindle the membership on a diet of Brecht and Ionesco. Each month their mother, Lee to the older kids, Mommy to Ruth, would go to the bank and withdraw the allowance that they lived on. It was never quite enough to travel home, which was probably no accident, though, ‘They just don’t understand the price of plane fares,’ she would cry.

They arrived in late summer, drowsing from the slow flight via Honolulu, the last of the high living in a hotel pool although the beach was right there, into the weird openness of southern sky that came with its colours all the way down to the deserted streets, filled in the space between houses. In the first weeks they knew no one, saw no one but each other, walked only to that shop called the dairy, the fish-eyed stares of those leaning kids under the soft warmth of its awning making each Forrest child want to turn and run away.

When school finally started, Evelyn was recovering from croup and the doctor with his comb-over and dark suit ordered her to stay home. Their mother dressed Dot in the frock she’d worn to a cousin’s wedding, because she hadn’t known where to source the uniform and it was important to look well put together. Persil white, with broderie anglaise around the hem, and a satin sash. It turned out there was no uniform. The sash Dot managed to retrieve from the cistern in the girls’ toilets, and the mud rinsed out of the broderie anglaise eyelets, but nothing, not even vinegar, not even turpentine, would shift the chewing gum from where it stuck all through her long blonde new-girl American hair, and so Lee had to cut it off with the fingernail scissors, the other utensils being in a container ship in transit somewhere along the swelling blue sea.

Lee sobbed as the hair came away and Dot stood perfectly still, breath deep in her belly, and reassured her mother with a phrase she’d learned that afternoon. Michael’s new friend, Daniel, had punched her in the shoulder and said, ‘Shit happens.’ At that she’d stopped crying, brought back into herself. The chewing gum was nothing. She had spent her first day at school without Eve. Nobody even knew she had an older sister. She had been alone and had survived it.

Cartwheeling along the planked row of school benches. Pale green institutional paint, bubbled, thick and waxy. Tiny pockmarks left by the asphalt on the heels of palms. The whirl of blue sky and black ground. The hot-metal smell from the pole on the adventure playground, the taste of metal on her fingers. She pressed her palm down on the basin’s shining button, the distorted spray of water splitting the air.

On the walk home, Michael had told her that Daniel’s father lived in the halfway house down the road. This hadn’t occurred to Dorothy, that the neighbourhood men they held their breath about would have families. She’d rubbed her shoulder, still feeling Daniel’s touch. A clump of gum in her bangs batted her forehead with each step.

Their mother slowly sobered as the haircut progressed. In the small bathroom, Evelyn, still wheezing, watched with solemn interest. When it was done Dot looked like a windblown pixie, and without stopping to study the effect Lee gathered the clippings in a sheet of newspaper and went to make dinner. Eve picked up the scissors from the windowsill, turning their flashing points in the afternoon sun. She bumped Dorothy out of the way of the mirror, lifted a strand of her own hair and began to snip, pausing every now and then to cough. When she’d gone round the front she handed the scissors to Dorothy. ‘Do the back?’ The amount of hair felt alarming in Dot’s hands, but she did it. Eve covered her smile with her palm, and looked at Dot in the mirror, her eyes glazed with croup and anarchy. The room orbited slowly around the scissors. When Eve was well they would go to school together, and then look out.



Dot and Eve agreed that they hated their father. ‘There’s truth in jokes,’ he said. ‘That’s why they’re funny,’ and Dot would spend days willing herself not to laugh, even when Michael burped at the table, or their father used that phrase ‘. . . and it’s a rather large but’, or their mother said, ‘I don’t have a sense of humour. My family never laughed. Ours was a house without laughter.’ Or, ‘Frank, you’re brilliant. They’ll regret this.’ Somebody else always wanted to keep their father down, or out, or to suppress his critical view. Lee was his cheerleader. She did star-jumps around him, high-kicked down the alopecic hallway carpet, give me an F!

Why did they hate their father? For more than his views on comedy, for more than the way he viewed other people as a series of hostile gatekeepers, keeping him from the gold of life. Because their mother loved him more than she loved the kids? Write it in the sky. OK, another question. Why, for decades, would he still appear in Dorothy’s dreams? And why wouldn’t he speak! In life he’d say things like, ‘Ninety per cent of success is showing up,’ and that’s what he did long after his death, a bad joke.



1970, the year Dorothy was ten, their mother managed to save up and at last Frank went, in his large navy winter coat and carrying a briefcase full of black-and-whites from The Good Person of Szechuan and Ubu Roi, his blond hair combed down carefully with water, which Dot knew would dry before he got there. This worried her greatly, that her father would walk the streets of Manhattan with boofy hair completely unaware of the whispers and laughs, and in his absence she forgot to hate him, and maybe knew on some core level that all this rage was love that had nowhere to go. What did Manhattan mean? She could only remember living here, now, though she and Eve at night in bed told stories of that alternative family, the ones who never left, living out their days in a sparkle of fairy lights and pine boughs, glittering ice powder spraying from their skates as they twirled and twirled around that legendary rink.

The first morning Frank was gone, their mother woke early to hear someone in the house, moving around downstairs. She tied her thin floral robe around her and followed the noises, floating on the helium of fear. The kitchen door was open. That boy, Daniel, sat at the table with his back to her. She took in his slim shoulders, the newspaper in front of him, steam rising from the kettle. He was writing on the paper and when she said, ‘Good morning,’ and walked around the side of the table he smiled and said, ‘Hi, Lee. Hope you don’t mind me doing the crossword.’ He twiddled the ballpoint between his fingers and thumb so it became a plastic blur.

‘Did you stay the night in Michael’s room?’

‘Yeah.’ His smile was relaxed, as though everything was normal, as though in fact he lived here.

‘Good.’

Daniel took his cereal bowl to the sink. More than half of the crossword had been filled in. When he rinsed the bowl and wiped it and put it away he also wiped the bench. She watched his familiarity with where things belonged. He said, ‘I have to go to work now.’

‘Where do you work?’

‘At the taxi company. I clean the cars. Just on the weekends.’

‘OK.’

‘See you later. Hey this plum tree up the road has got heaps of plums, do you need any?’

Lee stared into the fruit bowl, where two apples lay next to a giraffe-skinned banana. Her brain was fuzzy.

‘It’s not a private tree or anything. It’s on the verge. I’ll bring them later.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, and he wiped the air with his palm in a low wave as he left the kitchen. She heard the front door being carefully closed. Daniel was thirteen.

Lee walked quickly back up the stairs to check Michael and he was there, still, oval mouth open, in his single bed, the candlewick bedcover half slid to the floor, his body nearly filling the whole mattress now, weighty with sleep. There was a neatly rolled sleeping bag placed on a pillow in front of the wardrobe door.



She took the children up north, to the wimmin’s commune, Hungry Creek, while Frank was gone, waking them from their beds one midnight and hurrying them out to where a strange van idled, packed already with their stuff. Daniel, who hadn’t stopped sleeping over, came with. He jiggled with excitement behind Evelyn and Dot, turning his head from one to the other and pretending to double take. ‘Don’t you ever get confused,’ he said, ‘wake up one day thinking you’re the other one?’

‘We’re not twins.’ Dorothy wanted to sink down and close her eyes, but the night pressed against the windows and she knew anything might happen.

‘You’re practically identical.’

‘We’re not even fraternal.’

‘That would mean you’re brothers,’ Daniel said. ‘Fratricide is when you kill your brother.’

‘Really?’ said Dorothy. ‘What is it when you kill your brother’s friend?’

The van smelled of sandalwood, and dust burst slowly from the velvet-and-corduroy patchwork cushions whenever they were bumped. They drove under randomly spaced streetlights. In synch, Dorothy and Evelyn sucked back a puff of Ventolin from their inhalers.

Michael said, ‘Are there snakes in the creek?’

‘Eels,’ said the woman driving, a woman they didn’t really know called Rena, who was a new friend of Lee’s and wore a headscarf over an incredible bush of copper hair.



Rena washed herself under the outside shower, where the water collected above the nozzle in a black polythene bag and was slightly warmed by the sun, and she crossed the path to her cabin still naked, wearing her towel around her neck like the changing-room athletes Dorothy had seen in magazine advertisements for deodorant, only they wore aerobics leotards or tennis whites. Rena, with her springy hair and strong body, did not use deodorant.

It was strange being in this place without television or a flushing toilet. Dot lay in the children’s cabin on a bunk bed, on top of the thin red sleeping bag, sloughed like a cocoon over the foam mattress, yellow and bitten, that covered the plywood bunk base, and she wept over The Little Mermaid and for all her selfishness. When her father returned she would love him with an open heart. In the bunk opposite, Daniel stretched out on his stomach, reading a tattered comic. He gave off the tangy smell of hay.

‘Daniel,’ she said, wiping her face on the flannel sleeping-bag lining, ‘how come you’re not living with your family?’

For a moment she wasn’t sure whether he’d heard. His knees were bent, dirty-soled feet in the air. Eyes still on the comic, he told her that his dad was in between lodgings and his mother had a new boyfriend. ‘Didn’t Lee say?’ He turned a page.

‘No. She might have.’ Where was Eve? It had been a long time with no Eve. Dorothy stretched as her sister came through the doorway. ‘I was looking for you,’ they both said at the same time, and Evelyn added, ‘Do you want to play go home stay home?’

Dot held the book up. Eve came and lay beside her on the bunk, her body warm, and she put her cheek against her neck and held her bare arm and walked her fingers up from her wrist to the crook of her elbow. They whispered to each other. Daniel farted, and the potato-ish smell drifted over to the girls and they giggled and paddled the air as though drowning. He ignored them.



The sunflower stalks were thick and bristly, and the faces of the flowers too large to be beautiful, collared with pointed amber petals. Dorothy helped shake the seeds from the carpety black flower heads onto a white canvas sheet that had been spread in the light outside the cookhouse. She and Evelyn worked together, alongside an older girl who had changed her name by deed poll to Name. Name had got her face tattooed. She had a heart-shaped face and the tattoo was a love-heart outline framing all her features, tapering to a point at her chin, making it clear that the phrase ‘heart-shaped face’ was inexact.

Name worked for hours in the vegetable plot, hoeing and raking and digging, muscled shoulders moving up and down from the bow of her collarbone. Always a marmalade cat followed her, padding around as though inspecting the work. The sisters weeded along the rows, dirt packed beneath Evelyn’s nails, ingrained in Dorothy’s knees, everyone humming to ‘Cheryl Moana Marie’. They chewed peppery nasturtium leaves and Name rubbed the clinging earth off two radishes with her big square thumb and passed them to the girls. She told them the story of Rapunzel as though it had really happened, or was an anecdote they might never have heard. Name smoked a lot of weed and from the way she talked it seemed she believed that the story was true. Later, in the privacy of their cabin, the Forrest girls agreed that they feared for her.

Days passed free of lessons and duties. Time belonged to the sunlight, and the Forrests’ stay might have been a week or several months. The kids played rounders into the twilight, and hung around the scarred wooden table in the cookhouse, playing gin rummy and trying to be invisible while the wimmin passed a joint between them and bitched about the patriarchy. In the afternoons the best place to dodge the working bees was in the stand of native trees surrounding the stream. The children waded through sticky long grass to get there, biddy-bids catching on their shorts, the small diamonds of grass-flower scales in their hair.



There were glow-worms in the bushes that edged the compound and in the darkness their clusters mirrored the sky above so that Michael wondered if he was standing the right way up. A giggle floated from him, answered by the low hoot of a night bird. His neck still felt hot and bruised where Rena had kissed him and he rubbed at it as though the fact of the event might go away. It was confusing to be repulsed by her, her old mouth, her tongue pushing into his mouth, the possum smell of her hair, but also to be pleased she liked him, even though he had that coughing fit from the marijuana smoke, eyes leaking and nose running, his chest on fire before the weed dooshed off in his brain like a slow-motion water bomb. The candle in Rena’s cabin had hardly lit the place and they’d sat side by side on the bed. After a few more puffs, the wetness of the cigarette paper where her lips had been, he’d dropped the joint and the fear of burning the cabin down flared in his mind but she kicked it aside uncaringly and kissed him.

Now he felt a sticky shame that an uncertain amount of time had passed before he jerked away – that his hand had risen to her breast because man he wanted to know what a woman’s breast felt like, it was one of his main life goals so far. Her throaty moan when he touched her was awful. He’d snatched his hand away and she put it back there, moved her fingers up between his legs, grabbed him and he wanted to stay there holy shit a woman was touching his dick but then her hand was on the back of his neck pushing his face towards her lap, she let go her grip a bit to pull her shorts down and he got to his feet and knocked over the enamel nursery-rhyme candle holder, the light source suddenly out. The door wasn’t where he’d thought and for a long few seconds he hit against the rough battened wall, feeling for a way out, Rena laughing huskily from the bed. And here he was in the darkness, mosquitoes at his ankles and knees, hungry.

He didn’t know how long he was there looking at the glow-worms or the stars. Time breathed around him, his feet bare in the juicy grass, until the savoury smell of cooking made him realise he was cold and hungry. A small light led him to the cookhouse, which he arrived at more quickly than he expected, surprised that home was so close to the wilderness. Through the doorway he could see his mother at the coal range stirring a pan, the frying onions maybe the best thing he had ever smelled, and he wanted to put his arms around her gentle body.

‘Lee,’ he said, his voice breaking, but then Rena appeared beside Lee, a hand on her shoulder. ‘Come in, Mike,’ she said. ‘You must be starving. You can help me set the table.’

Inside, the battery-powered overhead light made him blink. Rena poured him a drink of water, cold and sweet. He had another, and another, facing the sink so as not to have to look at her. His bladder was bursting but he didn’t know how to leave. A plate of onions and cheese was a hundred miles away on the table. Rena was staring at him so intensely she may as well have been shouting ‘aaaaahhhh’ in his face. Slowly he raised his head looking for his mother. Where was she? And Daniel bounded in, shook off the night air like a dog, snapped the room back into one piece and low-fived him. ‘Hey man, there you are. Lee, can we take dinner to our cabin? We’re in the middle of a card game.’

‘OK,’ she said, ladling stir-fry into two wonky pottery bowls. ‘Remember you can’t put these down or they’ll fall over. Hold them in your lap.’

Michael watched them talking, beings from another planet. His eyelids itched.

‘Cool,’ said Daniel, ‘I’ll send the girls in for some too.’

‘Bring the bowls back and wash them.’ Lee no longer came at bedtime to make sure the candles were extinguished and the children tucked in. She scraped vegetable peelings into the compost bucket and said, ‘Night, boys.’

‘Goodnight,’ said Rena from the doorway. She brushed her hand along Mike’s leg as he squeezed past. He hurried to catch up with Daniel, help him carry the food.



Between two pine trees, Eve watched Daniel, not far away, looking at something in his hands. The ground beneath the pines was white and sandy, and the pine needles smelled sweet, and the bark beneath Evelyn’s palm was thick, spongy. She peeled off a crust. Daniel held his hands towards her and Evelyn saw the rabbit, not much bigger than a tennis ball, its ears laid flat against its shoulders, the bark-grey fur soft even to look at, like a layer of mist. The rabbit was very still, eyes black and wet, small river stones, and the space between the trees was full of its quick heart beating. Daniel held the creature lightly, one hand cupped over its hindquarters. Evelyn reached out a finger and stroked its back.

‘Do you want a hold?’ he said.

‘OK.’ She thought it would be claws and scrabbling but the animal plopped unresistingly into her hands, and Daniel drew his away and she felt vaguely stuck, feet rooted to the earth and the small warm body nestled against hers. It was very light, belonging only to itself.

‘Don’t tell your mum,’ Daniel said. ‘They’ve got a shotgun. Rena keeps talking about rabbit stew.’

‘Do you want it back?’ Once he took it, Evelyn was free to move. She followed him out of the pines to the long grass, the feathery tips brushing their knees, and he squatted down and opened his hands just enough and the rabbit disappeared, but Daniel kept the steadiness it seemed to have given him. He rose and looked calmly at the field, and smiled at the distance, and together they walked down the dip and over the rise towards the mudflats, where the other kids were playing.

Dressed in a singlet, shorts and work boots, braless, Rena squatted in the catcher position behind Michael, who was at bat. If you walked past her you could see down her top, her melony breasts. Michael swung the bat and missed the ball and Rena lobbed it over his head to Evelyn, the pitcher. ‘Foul ball,’ she called.

‘But he tried to hit it.’

‘Yeah, well he shouldn’t have.’

Michael called, ‘Just pitch again.’

‘Yeah but strike one, OK?’ and Evelyn pitched and he thwacked the ball and flung the bat aside as he launched into a sprint that made it to Dorothy at second base. He grinned crookedly, as though his face was doing something against his will.

When Rena hit the ball – miles out, low-bouncing into the tawny edges of the field – she ran like hell, her breasts joggling side to side, and made it to home base while Daniel still mooched through the bunny-tailed grass, hunting for it. Michael, who was catcher now, tackled her to the ground and they rolled around in the pale dust, legs flailing, laughter hooting from Rena, Michael’s face shiny and determined, the top lip downy. He was ready to start shaving but there was no man here to teach him how. Dorothy saw his body against Rena’s, the way his shoulders had broadened, his strong leg jammed between that woman’s, breath coming from her in a regular panting sound, a sound that made Dot grind the nubby end of the baseball bat into the dirt as though she could drill a hole through the earth.

The humidity of the day gathered at last into rain, and the ball game was abandoned. ‘We’re going to play cards in my cabin,’ Rena said, an arm slung over Michael’s shoulder. ‘Anyone else?’

‘No.’ Daniel lifted Rena’s rusty bicycle from the grass and rode it over the ground towards the children’s cabin like he was Butch and Sundance both at once, wheeling in the rain. Dot and Evelyn looked at their brother, who flicked his head to get the wet hair out of his eyes, a short, proud gesture. ‘No,’ the girls said in unison. They passed the vegetable patch on the way back to their cabin, where Name was jogging along the rows of seedlings with her arms above her head in a rain dance, watched by the cat, who shivered under the tool-shed eaves, droplets scattered over the ends of its puffed fur like a net of crystals, and a trail dragging through the dirt behind them from the end of the baseball bat, showing where they’d been.



Daniel stood by the weir in the braided stream, poking its bank with a long stick, the water halfway up his shins. Stepping through the trees Dorothy saw him, and stopped under a gap in the branches, where white sunlight pooled onto her shoulder and ran down one arm. ‘Have you got anything?’

‘Got an eel. Had an eel.’

‘We could put it in Mike’s pillow.’

‘Mike says we’re too old for this place.’

‘True.’ But she liked it here. Their bare feet and strange clothes were like everyone else’s, and the food was good. At school people looked oddly at their American T-shirts emblazoned with brand slogans for a petrol company or bank or some other giveaway, Lee’s old clothes baggy on the girls, Michael in some handed-down shorts held up by Frank’s belt with extra holes punched along the leather. Ruth hated it the most, and had made friends with an older girl who passed on clothes made for an actual seven-year-old. She looked close to normal.

The water ran green-gold over the rocks, spangled where light came through the trees, and in places the current formed a pattern that was like the dévoré-velvet dress Lee wore. Dot’s heels skidded as she picked her way down the muddy bank, leaving soft grooves, and she stumbled into the water, bone-cold under the arches of her feet and between the toes, where silty mud oozed. Moss and waterweeds streamed in the current, as though they grew out of rocks. ‘Where’s the eel?’

‘His name’s Gordon.’

‘Where’s Gordon?’

‘Gone in there.’ A silky shadow brushed through the water and Daniel jabbed it with the forked end of his stick. Dot sploshed down on the stream bed, sitting up to her waist in water that soaked quickly through her shorts, T-shirt, over her skin, and she lay back so that it inched and breathed right over her hair, into her ears, and sound belonged to the submerged world. She stopped trying to fight the cold and it became bearable. The trees were dark in the periphery and the sky very faded and far away, and there was the splash of Daniel marching upstream, past the channel bend, towards the rocks where they had hidden the chocolate money.

Water pushed her hair around and from below the surface her cold ears heard a holler and Dot sat up and twisted to see. Down the stream floated a large, thick leaf, dark green with, now, as it bobbed closer, brown mould spots and a larger spot, a gold foil coin, resting in the scoop along its spine. With a shout of delight, she reached for it.



Michael and Daniel sat on the side of the bunk reading a floppy, faded comic, their heads close together. Daniel scratched. ‘You got cooties?’ Michael asked, but he didn’t move away.

In the comic an advertisement offered them the chance to earn money by selling another magazine, ‘Sunshine’, to their local community. Daniel already had a paper round. ‘I could sell Sunshine too,’ he said.

‘Sunshine’s for little kids,’ Michael said. ‘Babies.’

‘What do you know, you’re only fourteen.’

Michael didn’t say anything.

‘What?’ asked Daniel. He turned the page. Michael said, ‘Hey I haven’t finished.’ He turned the page back. The air in the cabin smelled like hot dust, but here in the shade of the bunk it was cool. A blowfly stuttered at the rust-clogged window screen. Michael said, ‘Which superhero do you want to be?’

‘Hey.’ Daniel closed the comic. ‘Let’s go frog hunting. It’s always good after rain.’

‘Nah.’

‘We should make our own Sunshine and sell it.’

‘OK.’ Michael leaned over to check the praying mantis that was in a jar on the bedside fruit box, its matt apple green different from the blades of grass they had provided it with to climb on. The mantis waggled front legs at the cling film covering the jar top, as though to poke more holes in it.

‘That campground shop’s got paper. Come on. Let’s get some now.’ Daniel stood and stretched, his stripy T-shirt pulling up over his lower abdomen, the stomach muscles that pointed in a wide V down into the waistband of his shorts.

‘We’ve got no money,’ said Michael.

‘So?’

He thought a moment. ‘Rena’s got loads of money,’ he said. ‘In her room.’

‘Have you been in her room?’

Michael shrugged and gathered the collar of his polo shirt – Firestone Tyres – and bunched it around his neck. ‘No.’

Daniel reached up to pull the collar aside. Michael swatted him away. ‘Fuck off,’ he said. ‘Are we going to the shops or aren’t we?’

‘Hang on,’ said Daniel. He moved the praying mantis jar out of the sunspot on the bedside cabinet and into the shadows, the glass warm beneath his fingers.



Lee was somewhere in the bush, helping dig the new long drop, when a strange station wagon drove up. It parked by the cattle stop, on the other side of the chain-link gate that marked the commune’s boundary. The back doors of the car opened and Daniel and Michael got out. Without a backward glance Daniel trotted over to the cattle stop, leapt the chain and disappeared behind the cookhouse. Michael stayed by the car, staring a hole into the ground, and Frank emerged from the driver’s seat. A baseball cap shaded his eyes from the afternoon glare. He called for his wife.

‘I found these boys two miles down the road,’ he shouted. ‘The camp owner wants them for shoplifting. What kind of operation is this?’ Leaning into the car, he honked the horn. The purple spiral on the commune entrance sign sent out a force field, keeping him from crossing the gate.

Dorothy and Evelyn ran up and stopped shy of the chain, waving. ‘Hi Daddy,’ they called. He looked American again, he looked bigger and different and so much more like a man than anyone they’d seen for a long time. The boys were young, Dorothy realised: the boys knew nothing.

Frank took off the cap and waved it. His hair was plastered to his head with sweat. ‘Girls! Go and get your mother!’

They stepped closer together and Dot reached for Eve’s hand. ‘What happened to New York?’ she asked.

An emergency meeting gathered outside the cookhouse to decide whether to let him onto the property. Wimmin stood on the sunflower-seed sheet in their dirty, cracked bare feet. Everyone went silent, and Dot turned to see that Rena had emerged from the tool shed. She lifted her arm to reveal the communal shotgun. From the distant estuary came the sharp whine of a speedboat. The shotgun was thin and dark, catching the light as she shook off a hovering fly.

‘What do you want?’ she called.

Their father had raised his palms in surrender and now lowered them again, as though he’d realised what he was doing. ‘Rena, put that down. I just want my family.’

‘You sure about that? You’re a family man?’

Frank’s words fired from him separately, crimson. ‘I caught these boys in the camp store. Shoplifting. The owner saw them.’

The gun waved in Michael’s direction as Rena turned towards him. ‘Is this true?’

‘Fuck you,’ he said, quietly, but enough so it carried. Dorothy felt it tight in her chest.

‘You ladies should expect a visit from the cops.’ Frank was breathing heavily, craning his neck. ‘So check your patch, Rena, check your fucking patch.’

‘Frank!’ Lee burst out of the tangled trees, her face wild and smeary. Daniel followed, carrying Ruth on his hip. He must have run and got them, Dorothy realised, with a swell of gratitude. It was Daniel after all who knew what to do; he was the only one who did.

Their father’s shining face, his grim mouth were terrible to see but impossible to look away from as he advanced on the group of wimmin and his children. Dorothy felt Eve’s face buried in her neck, her fingers painful in their grip. Rena stepped forwards with the gun.

‘For god’s sake Rena,’ Lee said, ‘he’s my husband.’

Just before the chain fence Frank’s body halted with a jolt, unable to go further: the cattle stop had trapped his foot. Deflated, he shrugged, a one-man pantomime. ‘Everything’s gone,’ he said.

Lee shouted at the kids to get their clothes out of the cabins, they were going home.

Rena leaned the gun against the feathered, worn planks of the cookhouse and said, ‘Just making sure.’

‘Why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t you write?’ Lee said to Frank. He was meant to bring back some gold dust, some kind of mojo to carry him through the rest of their lives.

‘Jesus Christ hell.’

Dorothy was afraid that he would cry. Lee crossed the fence and hugged him. He melted into her.

‘Everything’s gone,’ he said again. ‘Everything.’

‘Oh darling,’ she said. ‘You know, I actually feel relieved.’ She held his face. ‘Don’t leave again,’ she said. ‘I need you here.’

She helped his body find the angle it needed to slide the foot up and out of the grid, though at first he shook off her help. It was like when they fed turnips to the feral horses, Dorothy thought, feeling acutely the limply socked foot emerging from the trench beneath the bars, his sneaker trapped still. He bent and wrenched it out and stood there with one shoe on his foot and the other in his hand, and his cheeks were flushed and sweat blistered his forehead. Ruth ran now, scissor-legged the fence and wrapped herself around his waist. From the cookhouse came the toasty smell of burned rice. One of the wimmin said, ‘Oh no,’ and disappeared inside.

In the cabin Dorothy and Evelyn collected their and Ruth’s things in silence. There wasn’t much to carry.

Their mother said, ‘Sorry, Rena,’ and, ‘Thanks,’ and kissed her on the temple and gathered the unrolled sleeping bags up from the girls and threw them onto the bonnet of the car, where they slid off into the dust.

Rena said, ‘Ah, what are you going to do,’ in a tone that meant she didn’t expect an answer. She pulled Evelyn to her in a pungent hug and reached next for Michael but he ducked out, raising his forearm in defence, and said, ‘Piss off.’

‘Michael,’ Lee said.

He turned and walked to the car and Dorothy saw his face, clouded with fury.

‘What’s up?’ she asked.

‘Nothing. I want to go home.’

Dot was jammed in the back seat of the car next to Evelyn, who was next to Daniel, who checked the time on a grown-up’s large watch, the new digital kind.

‘Where’d you get that?’ Dorothy asked.

He smiled and pressed a button and made the display light pulse. Michael was in the back, Ruth hefty on their mother’s knee, and their father slammed shut the boot and Name came running down the gravel road, waving her arm above her head, Dot’s paperback of folktales in her hand.



A fresh start.



After the New York trip Frank was obsessed with Leadership. This, he maintained, was what had failed his family, the Forrest seniors whose money had vanished, poof, in tanking investments: no unity, no vision. Every book he read was on this subject, as were the status games he introduced over dinner, where there was always one fewer chair than person, and whoever was last to the table had to stand and serve everyone else. ‘Lead,’ he roared at the rest of the kids, the ones sitting down, but all of them resisted. Instead they worked on different ways to revel in the lowliness and make the others laugh, which made him angrier, which made them laugh more. Evelyn passing the tomato sauce around on her knees, Ruth bowing so low after handing out each plate that her fringe scraped the floor.

A new rule: whoever reached the table first won the role of leader, got the juiciest chop, the largest helpings. They stopped bringing friends home; even Daniel spent some time at his mother’s instead. Nobody wanted to be first at the table. The kids all hovered at the backs of their chairs while Lee cried that the food was getting cold and their father glowered, until one of them whooped for distraction and pushed a brother or sister into their seat, or until everyone stuck their thumbs to their foreheads and the last one had to reluctantly sit down and direct the rest. They developed a technique of doing nothing without being given precise instructions. ‘Hold this plate for a minute’ meant that after sixty seconds the plate was dropped to the floor. Frank thought this was progress.

A dramaturge position came up at the Mercury Theatre where ‘you know they are doing Peer Gynt’ but he lost out to a man who also came from New York City, armed with a long CV and letters of recommendation that had Frank ranting as he emptied the rubbish bin.

‘What does nepotism mean?’ Dorothy asked, and her father roared ‘Argh’ at a soggy patch on the side of the brown-paper Kleensak tearing, the shoulder of an empty cereal box poking through.

‘What’s that?’ Lee asked Daniel, who’d just put an envelope on the kitchen bench, secured beneath the notepad that advertised the minicab company.

‘My rent,’ he said. ‘And they’re looking for someone to answer the phones. At work.’

‘I could do that,’ said Dorothy.

‘Don’t be stupid, you’re ten. And Danny, you’re not paying rent, don’t be silly. I’ll talk to your mother.’

‘It’s OK,’ he said.

‘I’m eleven,’ Dorothy said.

Lee took the envelope off the bench and pressed it against Daniel’s chest. She kissed him on the side of the head. It was the first time Dot had seen her mother kiss him and it struck her that it was different from watching her kiss Michael, or Evelyn, or Ruth. It was a parental kiss, but more as if she meant it, hard enough to make Daniel’s neck sway under the pressure. ‘You don’t have to,’ Lee said, her voice a bit hoarse. ‘Frank, I’m begging you.’

‘What?’ The rubbish sack in his arms, the back door open. He gave a laugh, incredulous. ‘Take a job at a cab company?’

‘OK, kids, go outside.’

‘It’s night-time.’

‘All right then. Go to bed.’

As he left the room, Daniel placed the envelope on the bench, and nobody said anything about it.

For once Michael was home instead of hanging out, as he’d been doing since their return from the commune, with that bunch of older boys outside the zoo or at the Transport Museum tram station. When they walked past, arms interlinked, on their way back from school, Eve and Dot could see behind his dangled hand the lit cigarette, and they saw him drinking red cans of beer. Now the children gathered in the girls’ room and sat on the two single beds side by side, trying to read and listening through the quiet of the house for the sound of raised voices, or slamming doors. The silence expanded. Ruth snuggled up beneath the crocheted blanket at the foot of Dorothy’s bed and fell asleep, or pretended to be asleep so that nobody would move her. Outside, the plane tree leaves scraped the window and a car drove past. After a while the front door did slam, and there was the hyphenated splutter of their car’s attempt to start in the cold night. Michael looked up from his Mad Magazine. Eve met his pink-rimmed gaze. As she was about to reach for her brother – felt it in her muscles, the movement anticipating the touch of his skin – he wiped a brusque forearm over his face and looked down again at the page. The bed creaked when Daniel stood. Without saying anything he went down to see if Lee was all right. A few minutes later he came back and said, ‘She’s OK,’ and one by one the children all fell asleep on the beds, top and tailing, spooning, still in their clothes.





2. Bloom



When Ruth finally opened the front door because the knocking and the bell ringing just would not stop, the couple standing in the doorway cast a long shadow down the length of the hall.

‘We’re here to see Mr Forrest.’

Frank had left without breakfast, taken the bus into town, and Lee was on dawn shift at the delicatessen. Ruth stood, breathing hard from trombone practice, and shouted at the stairs behind her, ‘Dorothy! Evelyn!’

Michael paused in the hallway, muddy football boots swinging from their laces by his side. ‘What do they want?’

‘You’re so rude. Dad or Mum.’

‘They’re out.’ He slammed the kitchen door.

Ruth gave her public smile to the man and the lady, and bellowed again. ‘Dorothy! Eve!’

The lady spoke. ‘Or anyone in the family over eighteen?’

‘Michael,’ Ruth shouted. ‘Come back!’

The kitchen door pulsed with his disdain. Last week Michael had bounced back home after another attempt to leave. His flatmates always stole from him, you could never trust people, and he was like a lodger from a foreign country now, someone who appeared at mealtimes but didn’t talk and who gazed at you, if you addressed him, with implacable confusion.

‘Sorry,’ said Ruth. Over the rooftop across the road the sky was charged with light, shining through an invisible skin about to burst open.

From the bedroom upstairs Evelyn peered through the window, past the branches of the plane tree, but could see only the unfamiliar white Datsun parked outside, a sparrow on the bonnet. She returned to the mirror and finished spraying her hair, flipped it in a backcombed tangle over her shoulders. Daniel, rumpled in his dressing gown, ambled in, a thin joint lit between his fingers. ‘They’re calling for you,’ he drawled.

‘You should get dressed.’

‘I’m not well.’

‘Go back to bed then.’

‘I’m bored.’

Ruth cried, ‘Dorothy!’ then, less convinced, ‘or Eve!’ The sound reverberated.

Evelyn pulled her bottom eyelid down to draw kohl along the inside. ‘It’s far too early for this kerfuffle.’

‘There are two of them. It must be serious.’

He stopped outside the bathroom and knocked on the door. ‘There’s someone downstairs for you,’ he said, his mouth up close against the surface. The words travelled through the grains and particles of wood and into the steamy air of the bathroom where they disintegrated and Dot, drying herself with a sharp-smelling, slightly damp towel, heard a murmur. She put her bathrobe on and opened the door. Steam escaped. Daniel jerked his head in the direction of the stairs. ‘Someone there for you.’

‘For me?’

‘Think so.’ He pinched out the joint and left it on the basin ledge. ‘Warm in here.’ His gaze combed the room, took in the leavings of the female body, cotton-wool discs hardening with old nail-polish remover, the hairbrush bristles puffed with a cobweb of fine blonde hair, a cardboard tampon wrapper unfurling in the toilet bowl.

‘Have my bath. Haven’t you got a lecture?’

‘Lectures are a colossal waste of time.’

‘I know, but you’ve got to go.’

‘I actually think I’m going to rebel.’ He undid the cord on his dressing gown. ‘Go away now.’

Ruth appeared at the top of the stairs, her face red. ‘What are you doing? One of you get down here.’

As Dorothy passed the bedroom Evelyn swung out, braced in the door frame, her almond eyes through the sludgy make-up doing their trick of radiating heat. ‘Thanks,’ she whispered.

The trombone started up again. ‘God,’ cried Eve. Dorothy walked down the stairs, hair wet, air from the open front door coming up chilly beneath the bathrobe, the towel smelling not very nice in her hand. The man and the woman were in the hallway now, and the man gently shut the front door behind him and the woman turned from examining the family portrait that hung next to the hallway mirror. In the portrait, for which the Forrests had sat some years ago, the painter – a goateed friend of Frank’s with white bristles on the backs of his hands – had given the children rosy cheeks and shiny eyes, as though they had that minute run in from playing outdoors, and made Frank look dignified with his collar unbuttoned and their mother wear a pale-blue sweater and a string of fake pearls, her smile soft. I have become a wife again. The children, created from short little dabs and longer streaks of paint, clustered around their parents, eyelashes thick and dark and spiky, Michael’s nose straight and fine, a white gleam brush-stroked down the centre. Daniel should have been in the picture. Sometimes at night Dorothy thought she could make out his shape behind her shoulder, hidden beneath a layer of paint. The woman sighed as her gaze left the painting and fell on Dot. ‘Miss Forrest?’

A hand on the bottom newel post of the banister. ‘Yes.’

‘May we talk with your parents?’

‘They’re not here.’

There were teenagers somewhere, behind doorways, breathing. From upstairs, the glug of draining bath water.

‘May we talk to you?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

Dot opened the door to the front room. The loose rosette jiggled on the protruding screws so that she put a hand to it to stop the sound. It was dark; the couple stood tentative in the space before she drew back the heavy tasselled curtains and the room came into view. Nestled in a wooden bowl, dried petals of potpourri sweetened the air.

‘That smells nice,’ said the woman.

‘My sister’s got a stall at Cook Street Market.’ Dot gestured for the man and woman to sit on the grey corduroy sofa, and moved the ashtray with the acrid remnants of her father’s one luxury cigarettes onto the bookshelves on the other side of the room.

The front door slammed. Michael passed the window in his work overalls. Dorothy tucked the bathrobe in around her legs and sat on the cracked maroon leather of her father’s chair. The woman wore an olive-green skirt suit; the man was in a double-breasted pinstriped jacket and trousers, with a brown tie. His hair had been stuck down with some sort of cream but tufts of it pushed upwards, giving him the look of a boxer on his day off. He gripped his briefcase between his calves.

‘What’s it about?’ Dorothy asked.

‘We’re from the collection agency.’ There was a pause in which he might have extended a hand for shaking, but didn’t. ‘May I confirm your age, Miss Forrest?’

‘I’m eighteen. Sorry, I’m not sure what you want?’

The woman gave a small shake of the head. ‘We’re here to take possession of your father’s car. Where is he?’

‘He’s out.’ Sun glinted across Dot’s line of vision and she straightened her back to look over it. ‘Why do you need his car?’

‘Does he have it with him?’

‘Probably.’ Her mother had driven it to work. She’d be home before long. Dot imagined running to the street corner, intercepting her – ‘Hide the vehicle!’

The man spoke. ‘All right. Miss Forrest, we need you to sign a walking possession agreement.’

The woman nodded at the dead green screen of the television in the corner. ‘Is there a second TV in the house?’

‘Debt has been incurred,’ said the man, ‘and we are here to remove property as payment.’

Parts of Dot lifted and floated around the room. ‘Debt.’ A moment went by. She blinked. ‘Can you do that?’

‘There is a series of complaints. Court costs arising from various unpaid fines dating back several years, water bills, hire purchase payments. Consolidated’ – this nasal recitation – ‘and to be dealt with by us.’

‘Court costs.’

She leaned forward with the powerful, irrational urge to explain the joy of driving hard out with no headlights while Daniel sat in the passenger seat singing, the music as loud as the 8-track would go. The way the intense, furious guitar calmed the air, released what pressure was inside him, or inside her. The blinding joy of it, even when dread trickled down like an egg cracked over her scalp that first time she realised the flashing lights and the siren of the cop car were actually directed at her.

The man was checking the file. ‘Yes, we have the car registered in your father’s name and the fines are addressed to him.’

Now the broken bits of Dot reassembled, stuck back together like guilty tar. When eventually the envelopes had come with Frank’s name on them, the Crown insignia in the top left corner, Ministry of Justice, she knew. Opened the first one and intercepted all the rest. They were her secret, even from Daniel. It would spoil everything to tell him: what they had was freedom, possibility; not another Forrest mess, this, reminders. Multiplying fines. Court summonses. She’d been vigilant, torn them up and thrown the shreds in the bin, shoved the day’s newspaper or the cornered toast crusts on top. Now, on the sofa, in the dust and potpourri and stuffy heat, smelling the nasty stink of panic from under her arms, Dorothy wanted to punch herself. What had she thought was going to happen? This was the world.

The man popped open the clasp of his briefcase. ‘Here are the papers.’ He rose and deposited a form and a pen in Dorothy’s lap – a whiff of minty cologne – explaining that today they would take her signature. He pointing out the agreed daily charge. The rate of interest. The debt had to be resolved or they would come back to remove – he gestured – ‘this television, any non-essential furniture, books, your family car, the paintings, any other goods that fall within our rights’.

‘I won’t sign it.’ She wrapped the bathrobe sash around her hand until the fingers went purple. The shoulders of the robe were cold with the water from her hair. ‘Why have you come now when my father’s out? It’s not his fault. You can’t take our things.’

‘Dorothy.’ The woman spoke softly. ‘I’m afraid that we can.’

‘Do you have a brother or sister also eighteen or over? We just need the one signature.’

‘What happens if I don’t sign it?’

‘We come back until payments are made.’ The same adenoidal tone. ‘You won’t like that.’

There was a tap on the door. She darted to it, held herself between Evelyn and the room. ‘What’s going on?’ Eve asked between her teeth. She was wearing Dorothy’s fake-leopardskin coat. She never asked.

‘Real estate agents. I’m about to get rid of them.’

Her sister raised an eyebrow. ‘Good job. See you then.’

Daniel pulled Dorothy into the hallway, his eyes locking hers. ‘Hang on.’ It was obvious he was stoned. It would be so good to bring him into the room. She held on to his lapel. ‘Are you sure you’re OK? Who are they?’

‘Estate agents. I told Eve.’

‘Shall I take them on a tour?’ He tugged her dressing-gown sash. Had forgotten Eve was right there.

‘No.’ She moved away. ‘No it’s fine.’

So Evelyn and Daniel nodded, and she watched them patter down the path, arms hugged across their bodies, hair flung as though by static in the wind, before she went back into the room to sign the paper.



After the man and woman were gone and Ruth had left for school, Dorothy washed again in cold water and got dressed. Soon their mother would be home with bags of stale pastries, faintly smelling of that fancy imported cheese, Camembert and Gruyère, boiling from another outrage pulled by the posh woman she worked for, a coiffed bitch in a fob-watch chain necklace and raised shirt collar who patronised Lee because despite her genteel bearing she badly needed the job which for a woman like her was only just on the acceptable side of retail, the European vocab dressed it up but really she was a salad hand, a till monkey, because they were broke, broke, and it was the imminent return of this fury that finally propelled Dot out towards the bus stop.

The morning street was alive with disco from a portable radio, a couple of men in super-tight jeans peering over a car engine, a woman holding her toddler’s hands as he slowly put one foot in front of the other along a low brick wall. The mother lifted the boy down and wiggled her hips in time to the music and the sound of dance floors carried on the wind over the whole street, even reaching inside the wooden shelter. A Falcon full of young men drove past and whistled.



Except for the usher, a young man in a blue jacket doing something unseen with ticket rolls or sweet packets behind the desk, the cinema foyer was empty, the day’s first screening a few minutes away. Dorothy sat on a chair upholstered in grey tartan, a splodge of stain showing up on one of the paler checks. The sport section of yesterday’s newspaper was folded on the next chair: half a headline and a photo of half a man running towards the camera, a ball tucked under his visible arm. The cameraman probably had one of those telephoto lenses, the ones that trumpeted out of the camera’s cubed rectangle, too long, disproportionate, exposing what the human eye couldn’t see.

At the sound of hydraulic doors Dorothy looked up. Her father came into the foyer eating a chocolate-coated ice cream in a cone. There was a moment, alone with his pleasure, where he didn’t register Dot, and she was struck mute, longing to leave him in peace, this happy cloud. Don’t look over. Then he did, and finished his mouthful. ‘Dottie. What are you doing here?’

Her palms buzzed as she showed him the copy of the form they had given her, a thin ghost paper, the collection company’s logo in a faint banner across the top, and at the bottom the tracing of her name. Aside from Dot’s Post Office bank account this was her first time signing an official document and the curves and loops looked like someone’s idea of a signature, not a proper adult one.

Frank scanned the paper and took bites of ice cream. She waited. ‘Driving fines? Goddamn it, Michael,’ her father said.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Michael didn’t take the car. It was me.’

Again that feeling, the way he looked at her, as though she’d only just materialised in front of him. At last Frank sat down. She put the newspaper on the floor between them; her fingers felt dirty with a sense of whoever had touched it before. For a while, she told her father, a couple of years ago, when she was fifteen, she used to take the car at night. She didn’t mention Daniel. Now her face burned and the clog in her throat was hard to talk over as she apologised.

‘Is Evelyn in on all this too?’

An elderly couple entered the foyer, one stick between them, and crossed the perilous carpet to the ticket desk.

‘She never came. She doesn’t know about it. Dad –’

‘Look, I’m just catching up.’

‘I’ll leave teachers’ college. I’ll work full-time and pay you back.’

‘Right,’ he said. His voice was dry, a bit splintery. ‘You’d better leave this with me.’ He spoke to the sheet of paper. ‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘I’ll take care of this now.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ The more she apologised, the worse she felt.

‘Don’t worry. It’s more than those fines,’ he said. ‘There’s been – we haven’t been as careful as we could.’ He rubbed a flat hand over his mouth. Don’t cry. ‘It’s more than that.’

‘Are we going to be OK?’ Would their things be taken? Could they pay the rent? Where would they go? Not possible to ask out loud.

‘Dottie,’ her father said. ‘We’re going to be great. Things are great. Sure we have some obligations but everyone –’ In the middle of his sentence the tannoy bonged and the usher announced that the feature would begin in one minute. As though summoned in a dream he stood and wiped his ice-cream hand on his suit jacket. ‘I’ll sort them out. Don’t worry about it.’

‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’ She kissed the side of his head, the sun-spotted skin over his temple where the hair was receding. She felt the need for more words from him but he was already moving through the foyer, towards the doors opened onto the dark screening room. He waved her away with the back of a hand and nodded graciously – not a care in the world – to the usher who now stood at the cinema entrance, his patient blue arm held out for Frank’s ticket.



In a stationery shop down the road she leafed through the women’s magazines, searching out advice columns. There was an advertisement for bedding that used the word Manchester. Daniel would like that. Creepy language was their joke after visiting his mother in her unit: doily, shunt, fecund. She could slide a shuddery sort of word into every exchange. Martin’s recovering from surgery but he’s going to need a bag. Gina’s youngest has phlegm on the lung. Cut a section from his bowel. Ganglia. Aorta. My gout. Dorothy had sat on the flat couch next to Daniel, ignoring the needling claws of the cat that had colonised her lap, wanting so much for his mother to like her.

None of the agony aunts mentioned money, the lack of it, the plunging of one’s family into the poorhouse, what to do if your mother was enraged and your father was a wastrel, how to leave home without breaking your older sister’s heart, how to stop your sister from stealing everything, how not to tell her about you and Daniel even though it was probably perfectly bloody obvious to everyone, if they were looking, which they maybe were not because their own lives were full too of the one foot in front of the other, the confusion about how best to proceed. Nothing about brothers, mental health of, or younger sisters, possible alien host factor, or why Marc Bolan had to die or why there were so many born-again Christians at Teachers’ College or whether she would go to jail or what to do next. If she changed the names there would likely be an opinion on whether [Daniel] truly loved [her], but it would depend on the magazine, whether he was her soulmate or just using her for sex.



They were all at dinner for the first time in weeks. Dorothy waited for what her father might do. The grilled-cheese roll was making her feel sick; she passed it to Daniel, who nodded thanks, and poured herself another red wine from the cask. Frank must have told Lee. It would come out about the night drives, the fines, everything. Eve took her plate to the sink, lit a cigarette and stood by the open back door, blowing smoke out into the night air. The fact that Lee wouldn’t meet Dot’s eye wasn’t necessarily unusual but she wished, just wished, someone would speak. Get it over with.

‘So those people who came this morning,’ she found herself beginning.

‘I had a letter today,’ Lee cut across her. ‘From an old schoolfriend. She’s got a fine life now, done very well for herself. Nice neighbourhood, three beautiful children, architect husband on the town council and she’s on the school board, though she doesn’t have to work.’

Frank snorted.

‘And you know what just happened? Just last year, when she’s forty-five years old? He shows up. The baby she had at seventeen and adopted out and never told anyone about. Her husband doesn’t even know. The baby’s father, whoever he is, doesn’t know. And the boy, in his late twenties now, comes back.’

As Lee was talking, Dorothy saw it, only the hallway was their hallway, the street outside their own. A few days before Christmas she walked down the hall and saw the wobbly shape of a strange man through the bubbled-glass front door. She slung the bolt on. Opened the door. Through the safety of the gap, she asked if he was lost. She could see now he was no threat, a slight man, narrow shoulders, wearing a coat that didn’t look enough for the weather. ‘ “Are you lost, honey?” and he said to her, “You don’t know me. But I think I am your son.” ’

‘She had a baby when she was seventeen?’ Ruth asked.

‘Seventeen.’

Dot felt it like an electric jolt, that lost baby transformed into a young man wearing a suit especially for the visit, a man who had brushed his hair and shaved and cleaned his teeth that morning knowing what he was about to do.

A friend of Frank’s tooted from the street, his car idling. Their father pushed his chair back and took his plate to the sink and stepped into the hallway and stumbled over the box that waited for the antique dealer’s assessment. It contained a fox-fur shrug, three crystal decanters, a couple of picture frames with the family photos removed, a blue vase made of Danish glass, Georgian candelabras, several round and rectangular silver trays, an incomplete set of silver cutlery with mother-of-pearl handles, a tangled rhinestone necklace, the thick lacquered folder that housed an ancestor’s coin collection and the Kodak Instamatic camera, the device on which Frank had recorded their childhoods, its black nose sticking out between the twisty stalks of the candlesticks as though it was coming up for air.
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