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Something strange has happened to the public swimming pool in New Lourdes, Victoria. The water is no longer level and is rumoured to have curative powers. When sixteen-year-old Wolfgang Mulqueen takes a summer job at the pool, he meets Audrey, a blind girl who claims she's nocturnal. With the discovery of a butterfly unknown to science, and an unusual request from Audrey's father, Wolfgang finds himself inextricably drawn into an eighteen-year-old mystery, the tragic resolution of which will change his life forever.
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Nobody else had noticed it. There must have been five hundred people at the pool that afternoon – a thousand eyes – yet only Wolfgang saw the butterfly. He saw nothing else. A glasswing, he thought at first. But as he watched its dancing flight, he began to have doubts. Its wing beats were slower, there was too much colour on the forewings. Pale yellow or white with black edges, darker on the undersides. A migrant from up north? One of the tigers? He’d have to get closer.
But he wasn’t supposed to leave the office unattended. Where was Michael? There was no sign of him anywhere. Probably chatting up some sweet-faced fifteen-year-old behind the kiosk, Wolfgang thought sourly. Worse, she was probably falling for it. It wasn’t a fair world. Who else was on today? The new guy, Devlin or Declan or whatever-his-name-was. Wolfgang searched the pool’s busy perimeter but couldn’t see him, either. And Christie was on her lunchbreak. So frustrating!
The butterfly was over by the gardens near the pump house now. Wolfgang watched greedy-eyed as it circled one of the brightly flowering buddleias, its wings semaphoring their brightdarkbrightdark invitation down the length of the pool. This was torture.
Stuff it! he thought. Closing and locking the cash register, Wolfgang slipped out of the office – out into the bright daylight with its fug of chlorine that hit him like a hot invisible wall – and hurried around the pool’s wet apron in his socks. He’d forgotten his sneakers but that didn’t matter. All he cared about was the butterfly. Please make it wait! Wolfgang prayed. But when he was still ten metres away, the butterfly abandoned the buddleias and flicked high into the air. So much for the power of prayer. Wolfgang could only stand and watch, impotent without his net, as it looped out, round and down in a wide, dizzying spiral that took it right in among the swimmers and nearly stopped his heart. He needn’t have worried; the butterfly ran the gauntlet of threshing limbs and flying water with the agility of a bat, emerging unscathed at the far side of the pool to go fluttering off across the towel-quilted grass towards the far fence.
Wolfgang was almost running when he rounded the high end of the pool, so intent on the escaping butterfly that he nearly collided with two pilgrims coming the other way.
‘What’s the hurry, dear?’ asked the gently smiling woman in the wheelchair.
‘I’m thorry,’ Wolfgang stammered. He hoped Mrs Lonsdale wasn’t watching. Both the woman and the much younger man pushing the wheelchair – her son? – wore bathers. ‘Do you need a hand on the ramp?’ he offered lamely.
The son shook his head. ‘We can manage, thank you.’
As soon as they had moved off towards the wheelchair ramp, Wolfgang dragged his socks off, balled them up and stuffed them in his pocket. ‘You idiot, Mulqueen!’ he muttered under his breath, allowing his gaze one final sweep over the crowded lawns where the butterfly had disappeared. And there it was.
The blind girl was lying where she always did, in the shade of the big peppercorn that leaned in over the fence from the car park. Wolfgang zigzagged through the towels and bodies and babies’ pushers towards her.
‘Excuse me. There’s a butterfly on you.’
She lay on her back, the high-crowned raffia hat she always wore completely covering her face. She seemed not to have heard him.
‘Excuse me,’ Wolfgang repeated, louder.
‘Huh?’ said the blind girl. She reached under her hat and removed a tiny earpiece. He hadn’t noticed the thin black cord snaking up from an MP3 player on the grass beside her backpack. ‘Are you talking to me?’
‘Yes. There’s a butterfly on you.’
‘Whereabouts on me?’
‘On your dress.’ Apart from the pool staff and one or two of the pilgrims, she was the only fully-clothed person at the pool. She even had her shoes on.
‘Do you mind if I take a closer look?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Be my guest,’ she said, twisting the cord from the earpiece around her thumb. Her guide-dog, an almost-white labrador, watched with worried eyes as Wolfgang crouched over her.
‘I presume there really is a butterfly?’ she said through her hat.
‘Of course there is.’
‘Describe it to me.’
He wet his lips. ‘It’s mostly brown and cream with orange wavy patterns and white ... Sorry, it’s hard to describe a butterfly without bringing colours into it.’
‘I’m fine with colours. Don’t patronise me.’
Wolfgang felt the heat rise in his face. She wasn’t like a blind person – or how he’d imagined a blind person would be. ‘Its wings are closed,’ he said, slowly bringing his cupped hands down, one on either side of it, ‘so all I can see are the undersides. But before – when it was flying – it looked mostly yellow and black.’
‘How big is it?’
‘About seventy, seventy-five millimetres across.’
She spread her thumb and forefinger, as if imagining its wingspan. ‘Is that big for a butterfly?’
‘Quite big,’ he said, his attention caught by her discoloured fingernails. ‘It’s got these four pointy bits at the back, sort of like a swallowtail.’
‘Bizarre. A butterfly with a bird’s tail.’
‘Sorry, I’m not very good at explaining. A swallowtail is a type of butterfly. It’s got long taily things on its hind wings – but only two of them, not four like this one.’
‘I’ll tell you a secret,’ the blind girl said. ‘You don’t have to talk so loudly. I might be blind but I’m not deaf.’
‘Sorry,’ said Wolfgang, blushing again.
‘You say sorry a lot.’
He might have said sorry again had the butterfly not chosen that moment to fly up out of the corral of his poised hands. It was very quick; there was no time to react. Wolfgang and the labrador watched it circle up over their heads and escape across the high chain-link fence into the car park. If only he had brought his net.
‘Do you think it’d let me touch it?’ the blind girl asked softly.
‘It’s gone,’ he told her.
She lifted the front of her hat and seemed to look right through him. She was older than he was, seventeen or eighteen, with very pale skin and a dusting of orangey freckles across her nose and cheeks. ‘How do I know it isn’t all a big con?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Butterflies,’ she said. ‘I’ve never touched one, I’ve never heard one and I’ve certainly never seen one. How do I know everyone isn’t just pulling my leg?’
Wolfgang tried to imagine a world without butterflies. ‘I can catch one for you,’ he offered.
‘Wouldn’t that hurt it? I mean, aren’t they very delicate?’
‘They’re actually not as delicate as most people think. But you have to know what you’re doing.’
‘And you know what you’re doing?’ the blind girl said.
‘Yes. I’ve caught lots of them.’
Her forehead puckered and Wolfgang knew immediately he had revealed too much. When was he going to learn to keep his big mouth shut?
‘Have you got a name?’ she asked.
‘Wolfgang.’
‘That’s memorable. What do you do with the butterflies once you’ve caught them, Wolfgang?’
‘I let most of them go.’
‘And the ones you don’t let go?’
He didn’t want to say. ‘I collect them.’
‘You kill them, in other words.’
‘I do it humanely. They don’t feel a thing.’
The blind girl sat up and dragged her backpack closer. She was thickset, with heavy upper arms and white, freckled shoulders. A Y-shaped twig was tangled in her long red hair.
‘I’m glad,’ she said, fishing a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from one of the backpack’s outer pockets, ‘you didn’t collect the one that landed on me.’
Wolfgang watched her light up a cigarette. Smoking wasn’t allowed at the pool – there were signs everywhere – but he didn’t dare challenge her. He could feel the dampness from his socks seeping through from the back pocket of his shorts.
‘Thanks for letting me look at it,’ he said.
‘Thank the butterfly.’ She turned her head to one side and blew a perfect smoke ring. ‘What’s with the way you talk?’
It was something only a blind person would ask, and even then it seemed rude. ‘I –’
‘Wolfgang Mulqueen,’ Mrs Lonsdale’s voice rang over the loudspeakers, ‘would you come to the office immediately.’
Sprung. He stood and brushed his knees clean of grass and dirt. ‘I have to go.’
‘Do you work here?’ asked the blind girl.
‘Just in the holidays.’
‘I thought I recognised your voice. You’re the one at the gate, aren’t you?’
‘I’ve got to get back there,’ he said. ‘See you later.’
See you later, he thought. Damn.
‘Hey, Wolfgang,’ the blind girl called after him. ‘If I meet any more interesting butterflies, I’ll give you a hoy.’
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The next day she paused at the ticket window. ‘Polyura sempronius.’
‘I beg your pardon?’ Wolfgang said.
‘The butterfly we saw yesterday – Polyura sempronius, excuse my Latin. Or tailed emperor, to the plebs.’
Wolfgang’s eyes widened. He had looked it up himself as soon as he went home last night. ‘Where did you ...? How did you find out?’
‘I have my sources.’
‘But you didn’t ...’
‘See it?’ the blind girl finished for him. ‘I didn’t need to see it, Wolfgang Mulqueen – you described it so beautifully.’
She held up her yellow season pass. ‘May I go in now?’
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It rained for two days and the pool remained closed. On the third day, a Saturday, the rain was still falling, though only lightly, when Mrs Lonsdale called Wolfgang in after lunch to open up. A bus load of pilgrims had driven up directly from Melbourne Airport. There was also the usual assemblage of private vehicles with interstate plates, and a taxi-van with a wheelchair lift on the back. A heavily-bearded bikie, one leg in plaster, lay apparently asleep in the entryway. Six empty beer cans were lined up beside his crutches on the concrete next to him.
Wolfgang didn’t see why any of them bothered. Nobody had been cured since the famous recovery of Marceline Flavel a dozen years earlier. But the mystique of the sloping pool – the Eighth Wonder of the Worlds, according to the local tourist industry – coupled with the controversial re-naming of the town from Loddon Springs to New Lourdes, were enough to convince the world of the water’s healing properties.
In any case, Mrs Lonsdale was fond of saying, it was good for sick people to have something to hope for.
It was good for the town, too. Nearly every visitor bought at least one bottle of spring water from the pool shop, or a souvenir T-shirt or baseball cap or key ring. That summer Mrs Lonsdale had introduced a range of religious artefacts as well, including New Lourdes Pool rosary beads and snow domes featuring Marceline Flavel standing in an exaggeratedly-tilted circle of water with an angel. (Father Nguyen, in a recent sermon, had pointed out that there was no mention of angels in any of the newspaper records, nor on the tape of the one-hour special Sixty Minutes ran shortly after Ms Flavel’s miraculous healing.)
By the time the last of the pilgrims had left – many with souvenirs, but none with the hoped-for miracle cure – it was nearly four o’clock and the clouds had parted to allow the sun through. Within a short time it became warm and quite muggy, and townspeople began phoning or arriving in the car park to see if the pool was open for swimming. Mrs Lonsdale took pity on them and asked Wolfgang and Michael Hobson if they would stay on for a couple of hours; a largely wasted gesture, as it turned out – despite the initial flurry of enquiries, only fourteen people came through the turnstile.
By five-fifteen it was cloudy again and nearly everyone had left. Only a couple of Japanese tourists with a video recorder and three twelve-or thirteen-year-old boys remained. And the blind girl, in her usual spot beneath the peppercorn.
The blind girl. Wolfgang still didn’t know her name. He should have asked her the other day when she’d asked him for his, but it hadn’t occurred to him until too late. He’d never been good at conversations with girls; they made him self-conscious about the way he looked and talked, and he always ended up saying something stupid or nothing at all.
Mrs Lonsdale went home at five-thirty, leaving Wolfgang with a fluorescent-orange master key and instructions to close up at six. He slipped it onto his key ring for safekeeping. The three boys left shortly after Mrs Lonsdale. They were followed five minutes later by the Japanese couple, each having taped the other from a variety of angles – and with earnest non-stop commentary – swimming, floating and launching various buoyant objects (an inflatable dolphin, an empty drink bottle, a thong) down the slope of the pool.
Michael came over and sat on the wheelchair gate. He nodded in the blind girl’s direction. ‘Shall we kick hippo-girl out?’
It seemed wrong to make fun of her. You could hardly blame someone for being overweight if they were blind. Wolfgang looked at his watch. ‘We’re supposed to stay open till six.’
Michael squeaked the gate back and forth. ‘Nobody else is likely to show up now.’
‘I think we should stay,’ Wolfgang said.
‘Well, I don’t think we thould th-tay,’ lisped Michael.
Wolfgang clenched his fingers. He had never actively disliked Michael until that moment. They ignored each other at school – or Michael ignored Wolfgang, which amounted to the same thing. ‘Go then. I’m not stopping you.’
‘You won’t say anything?’
‘If anybody asks, I’ll say you came down with a sudden case of the runs.’
‘Thanks, buddy.’ Michael leaned close to the ticket window and lowered his voice. ‘Who knows, you might have a chance with a blind one, hey?’
Wolfgang waited until Michael had gone, then he left the office and walked out onto the pool’s wet concrete apron. The sun had broken free of the clouds, catching in the feathers of steam that balanced motionless on the sloping blue water. Watched by the blind girl’s dog, Wolfgang walked the length of the pool. The air was thick with humidity, almost too heavy to breathe. He windmilled his right arm, then his left. Bloody Michael. They could both lose their jobs. It was against regulations to have the pool open with less than two staff members in attendance. Not that safety was an issue today; the blind girl was the only patron and she never went near the water. All she did was lie on her towel all day, fully clothed, with her hat over her face listening to her MP3. Occasionally she sat up to sip from the insulated drink bottle she kept in her backpack, or to pour water from the same bottle into a blue plastic bowl she brought for her dog. Apart from that she rarely moved. Hippo-girl.
When he reached the top of the pool, Wolfgang picked up an ice-cream stick and flicked it out onto the water’s tilting surface. That was against regulations, too, but it was one of the hardest rules to enforce – human nature seemed to demand that you throw something in, just to see it carried down the slope. Tourists, particularly those with video recorders, came halfway around the world to witness the miracle for themselves. Wolfgang had even seen pilgrims surreptitiously dropping things in. The stick floated away from him, its small, broadened shadow sliding along the bottom of the pool four lanes over. He looked at the girl. She still hadn’t moved. Her dog lay beside her, its head rested on its crossed-over paws. Wolfgang slipped off his sneakers and T-shirt. He pushed his keys into the toe of one of his runners, then entered the pool by one of the ladders, careful not to make a splash. The water was blood warm – too warm, really, to be refreshing. Rolling onto his back, Wolfgang closed his eyes and, like a tourist, allowed himself to be carried softly down the incline.
It took about two minutes to cover the fifty metres to the pool’s low end. The padded edging brought him to a gentle stop. He opened his eyes and dropped his feet to the smooth painted concrete below him.
‘Good boy, Campbell,’ the blind girl said.
Wolfgang’s heart lurched. She was barely three metres away, standing partway down the wheelchair ramp with her dog in its leather harness. She wore bathers, a blue one-piece with a sewn-in nylon skirt that barely reached the top of her thighs. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem as overweight in her bathers as she did fully-dressed. Rather than fat, she looked rounded. Womanly. Wolfgang held his breath and backed slowly away from her across the pool. The opportunity to reveal himself had passed. He should have said something immediately, now it was too late. The dog, Campbell, watched him with what seemed to be a frown rumpling the loose skin between its eyes.
‘Okay,’ the girl said, feeling along the water’s edge with her toes. Her thighs and forearms were prickled with goose bumps even though it wasn’t cold. ‘Okay,’ she repeated, and released Campbell’s lead.
Stooping, her arms outstretched, the girl shuffled down the ramp into the pool. When the water came up past her knees, she bent right forward and plunged her face beneath its glass-clear surface. For two, three, four seconds, she held her face under. Her long red hair floated around her head like a halo. Wolfgang found himself holding his breath as she must have been doing, and hoping, despite his scepticism, that it would work – that the pool would cure her. Five, six, seven, eight seconds passed. Campbell, behind her on the ramp, began whining. Finally, after about fifteen or twenty seconds (Wolfgang had stopped counting) the blind girl lurched upright. Blinking and gasping, pushing the dark ropes of hair off her face, she turned and looked straight at Wolfgang.
He nearly gave himself away then, nearly asked was she cured? could she see? but the girl spoke first.
‘Shit!’ she said.
Wolfgang’s heart raced with a warring mix of disappointment and relief. Disappointment that he hadn’t been witness to a miracle, relief that she couldn’t see him. And he was surprised, for no logical reason, that a blind person would swear.
She swore again, though more softly this time, and with the air of someone who was beyond disappointment. Then she turned and shuffled back up the ramp to her dog.
Wolfgang breast-stroked slowly, his head above the water, all the way to the high end of the pool. It was hard work, the slope was against him, but he was a strong swimmer. He was breathing heavily nonetheless when he climbed the four-runged ladder. Shaking the excess water off himself, he used his T-shirt to dry his hair. His shorts were dripping wet. For a moment he considered going into the men’s changing sheds, then shrugged, removed his shorts and wrung them out on the grass at the end of the pool. Nobody was there to see him – nobody who could see, anyway, Wolfgang thought as he pulled his shorts back on.
Thirty metres away, near the fence, the blind girl had already slipped her dress on over her wet bathers and was scrabbling about on her hands and knees for her shoes. Her movements seemed clumsy, hurried. Were those tears Wolfgang saw on her cheeks, or was it simply the run-off from her wet hair? Her mouth was small and pinched as she tied her shoelaces. Stuffing her towel into her backpack, she took hold of Campbell’s harness and made her way quickly to the entrance.
It was only after she had gone that Wolfgang saw the raffia hat lying on the grass beneath the tree. Pulling his sneakers on, he ran to get it and hurried out through the gate, but already the girl and her dog were on the other side of the road, halfway to Acacia Street. He looked down at himself – no shirt, wet shorts, laces undone – shrugged, put the hat on his own damp head – it was a surprisingly good fit – and went back in to close the pool.
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Wolfgang dropped the hose on the driveway and peered in through the Range Rover’s grille. The butterfly’s wing was stuck to the radiator. An eggfly? He released the catch and lifted the bonnet, exposing the radiator and its unexpected gift. It wasn’t the blue-black wing of a male eggfly, he saw straightaway – there weren’t any spots. And it was the wrong shape. The way it curved and narrowed towards its tip reminded him of a jay. The colour was wrong, though. How many butterflies were black?
Biting his lower lip, Wolfgang tried to peel the wing gently from the radiator. But it was stuck there, moulded to the sharp metal gauze, and his fingertip came away dusted with a powder of microscopic black scales. Take it easy, Mulqueen. Don’t wreck it. He hurried inside and returned with his plastic tweezers and a yellow specimen envelope. Positioning the envelope just below the wing and using the flattened point of the tweezers like a blade, Wolfgang slowly, painstakingly, worked it loose.
‘What are you?’ he whispered, his neck tight with excitement as he carried his prize inside.
Fifteen minutes later Wolfgang’s mother found him in his bedroom, a magnifying glass in one hand, a pair of tweezers holding the black wing in the other, and eight butterfly books – several of them open – scattered across his desk.
‘Weren’t you going to wash the car, Wolfgang?’ asked Sylvia Mulqueen.
‘I’ll do it in a minute,’ he said without looking up. There was no match for the black wing in any of his books, and nothing remotely like it in the display cases that lined his bedroom walls. Was it – could it possibly be – a new species?
‘We’re leaving for church in a minute,’ his mother said in the rising, faintly querulous senior citizen’s voice that so irritated him lately. ‘You aren’t even dressed yet.’
Wolfgang glanced at his watch. Damn! He placed a jar upside down over the wing and reluctantly stood up. ‘I didn’t realise it was so late.’
‘Hurry and get changed,’ Sylvia said. ‘Your father’s already in the car.’


Leo Mulqueen drove even slower than usual. He was probably doing it on purpose. If they missed the start of mass, he would blame Wolfgang for making them late. Silly old grump.
‘I’ll do the car when we get home.’
‘Do what to the car?’ asked Leo.
Wolfgang sat in the back seat gazing out the window. It would have been almost as quick to ride his bicycle. ‘Wash it,’ he said tiredly.
His father said nothing and Wolfgang’s thoughts returned to the black wing. He asked, ‘Did either of you drive out of town during the week?’
‘I did my rounds as usual.’
‘You retired four years ago, Dad.’
Sylvia lowered her sun visor and surveyed her thinning grey hair in the small mirror attached to its rear. ‘Your father and I went to Maryborough on Wednesday.’
Maryborough was forty minutes drive away. They could have hit the butterfly anywhere between the two towns. Wolfgang tried to visualise the route in his mind, searching for a likely habitat.
‘Estelle lives in Maryborough,’ Leo said.
Sylvia nodded. ‘We had afternoon tea with her. It was her seventieth birthday.’
‘Why didn’t you remind me?’ The old man sounded peevish.
‘It’s all right, Leo. We drove over and visited her.’
‘When was this?’
‘Last Wednesday. I baked a cake and we took it over there.’
They pulled up beside the line of parked cars in front of the church. It was three minutes to eleven and little Father Nguyen stood at the top of the steps greeting people as they went in. He saw them and waved.
‘Who’s that?’ Leo asked suspiciously.
‘Father Nguyen,’ Sylvia said. ‘He’s our new parish priest.’
‘What happened to Father Frazer?’
‘He went to another parish.’
Wolfgang sighed in the back seat. He’d lost count of the number of times his parents had had this same conversation. ‘Dad, we’ll be late.’
His father changed gears and reversed deftly into a parking space behind the Westons’ Kombi. Apart from a tendency to crawl along on the shoulder of the road at forty kilometres per hour, the old man had lost none of his driving skills.
‘Seventy,’ Leo said, stepping out of the Range Rover and carefully locking the door behind him. ‘I can remember the day she was born.’
Sylvia leaned over and removed the keys from the ignition. ‘Thank you for being patient with him, Wolfgang,’ she said softly. ‘He finds it terribly humiliating.’


St Pius Church was octagonal, the pews arranged in four wide rows that formed a semi-circle around the altar. Wolfgang and his parents always sat on the right hand side, two or three rows from the back. Because the floor was dished, sloping down towards the sanctuary, and because Wolfgang was half a head taller than anyone around him, he had an unimpeded view of most of the congregation.
He saw the blind girl straightaway. She was standing in the third or fourth row from the front on the opposite side of the church. Her lips moved as she joined in the opening hymn. It surprised him to see her at mass. He’d never noticed her there before. She didn’t seem the church-going type. The way she talked. The cigarettes. Her age. Across the width of the church, she looked younger than she had yesterday. Almost his age. Wolfgang trawled his eyes slowly around the church. Apart from the Westons – and the eldest, Caitlin, wasn’t there again – he and the blind girl were the only teenagers in the congregation.
Wolfgang considered approaching her after mass and telling her he’d found her hat, but quickly dismissed the idea. She was with a prim-looking blonde woman – her mother, presumably – and Wolfgang felt awkward about introducing himself. The mother would make assumptions, much as Michael Hobson had the previous day. You might have a chance with a blind one, hey? Besides, if he introduced himself, he would have to introduce his parents as well.
As soon as they arrived home, Wolfgang disappeared into his room and closed the door. Even his mother seemed to have forgotten his promise to wash the car. He sat down at his desk and lifted the jar off the black wing.
‘Lepidoptera Mulqueen,’ he said softly.
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For the first time in the three-and-a-half weeks that Wolfgang had worked at the pool, the blind girl wasn’t there. He didn’t give her absence much thought. It was the black butterfly wing that preoccupied him. He had almost called in sick that morning, simply so he could be at home when Dr Karalis answered his email.
It was December twenty-first, the longest day in the year. And the slowest. Wolfgang must have looked at his watch a thousand times before – finally! – the display showed six o’clock.
He rode home in a hurry, pedalling all the way, and went straight to his bedroom. He switched on the computer. But when he went online, only spam came up in the messages box. There was nothing from Dr Karalis. Wolfgang’s shoulders slumped. He opened the ‘Sent’ box and re-read his email to the scientist; then, just to be sure, he sent it again. Clicking on the attachment, he brought up the scanned image of the black butterfly wing he’d made the night before. Enlarged four times, it filled half the screen.
‘Check your emails, Doctor Karalis,’ Wolfgang muttered at the computer.
Sylvia was in the kitchen making a rice salad. She looked up and smiled when Wolfgang came out of his bedroom. ‘I thought I heard you come home. How was work, darling?’
‘Okay.’ He took a glass from the draining rack and filled it from the cold tap. ‘Were there any phone calls for me today?’
‘I don’t think so. Have you asked your father?’
As if he’d remember, Wolfgang thought. He gulped down the water and refilled the glass. He was still hot from his ride. ‘I was kind of hoping Doctor Karalis might have rung.’
‘The butterfly man?’ Leo said behind him.
Wolfgang turned and saw his father standing in the doorway. ‘Did he ring, Dad?’
The old man pulled on one of his over-large ears. ‘Not that I recollect. Have a look on the pad near the phone – I might have written it down.’
Wolfgang slipped past him into the hallway to check the message pad.
‘Anything?’ his father asked.
‘Nothing,’ he said. And there were no messages on the answering machine. ‘Dad, have you got a minute? There’s something I’d like you to look at.’
He led the way to his bedroom. It was more than a day since he’d found the wing and he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer.
‘What do you make of that?’ Wolfgang said, a tremor in his voice – seeing the enlarged image of the black wing on the computer screen was enough to make his heart rate increase.
Leo spent some moments studying the image. Butterflies were the one thing he and his son had in common. Or did have in common, before he began losing his memory.
‘One of the crows?’ the old man asked finally.
Wolfgang shook his head. ‘It’s too black, don’t you think? And look at the shape of it.’
‘Yes ... yes. Very much like the ... like the ... what do you call them?’
‘The jays?’ Wolfgang suggested.
‘No, no, no, no,’ his father said impatiently. ‘None of the jays are black. Are you colourblind?’
‘I was talking about the shape.’ You silly old fool! Wolfgang almost added.
‘The shape. Yes. It’s very much like the ... what do you call it?’
This time Wolfgang wasn’t going to help him. ‘I thought it might be a new species.’
‘A new species? Good heavens!’
Wolfgang sighed. Why had he bothered? ‘I don’t know for sure if it’s a new species, Dad. I only found it yesterday.’
‘You found it? But here it is on the ... um ...’ Leo waved a hand at the screen.
‘Computer,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I scanned it. It’s like taking a photograph,’ he said tiredly, explaining it for the hundredth time. He opened a drawer and brought out a small cardboard box containing the wing on a bed of cotton wool. ‘Here’s the original. It’s a little battered. I cleaned it up a bit on the screen.’
His father held the box in his lump-jointed fingers. He adjusted his glasses. ‘Is there a hind wing?’
‘No, that’s all there was. I found it in the radiator grille when I went out to wash the car yesterday.’
Leo set the box on the desk beside the keyboard. He turned on his son. ‘You didn’t wash the car!’ he hissed, a bubble of spittle forming in the corner of his lips.
‘I started to,’ said Wolfgang, ‘but –’
‘Do you think, boy,’ his father shouted him down, ‘that just because I’m forgetful, you can ignore whatever I say?’
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The next day there was still no response from Dr Karalis. Wolfgang considered phoning him. He went as far as dialling Directory Assistance, but as soon as the recorded Telstra voice asked, ‘What name please?’ he hung up. He and the scientist had only ever been in touch via email. In any case, Dr Karalis was probably on holiday. That would explain his silence. It was only three days until Christmas, a bad time to have discovered a new butterfly. Assuming it was a new butterfly. Most likely it was a variant colour phase of another species, a jay after all.
Don’t get your hopes up, Wolfgang warned himself. You’ll only be disappointed.
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The blind girl wasn’t at the pool again on Wednesday. That was three days in a row. During his lunchbreak, Wolfgang took her hat to Mrs Lonsdale’s office.
‘How do we return lost property to people?’ he asked.
Mrs Lonsdale looked up from the romance novel she was reading. ‘You can make an announcement over the PA, if you like.’
Wolfgang was terrified of the PA. He would start lisping for sure. ‘The owner isn’t here today.’
‘Then put it in the lost property box.’
He rotated the hat by its brim. ‘I thought maybe I could take it round to her place after I knock off.’
‘That’s up to you, I suppose.’
‘I don’t know her address.’
Mrs Lonsdale gave him a quizzical look.
‘She’s got a season pass,’ he explained.
‘Ahhh,’ Mrs Lonsdale said, eyebrows raised. She put her book down and swivelled her chair around facing her computer. ‘What’s the young lady’s name?’
Wolfgang blushed. ‘I don’t actually know her name. It’s that blind girl – you know, the one who comes with her seeing-eye dog every day?’
‘B-A-B-A-C-A-N,’ Mrs Lonsdale said, her fingers tapping the keyboard. She waited a moment, then read from the screen: ‘Audrey Babacan, 16 Ironbark Place. Would you like me to write that down?’
‘No, I can remember it,’ Wolfgang said. ‘Babacan. Isn’t that the name of the guy who does the furniture ads?’
‘That’s her father.’ Mrs Lonsdale shook her head. ‘Poor girl. As if being blind isn’t bad enough.’
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Sixteen Ironbark Place was the largest house in the street. Two storeys, triple garage, a fish pond out the front with waterlilies and a fountain. Strung between the satellite dish and the chimney, an almost life-sized Santa Claus rode his sleigh behind a procession of plastic reindeer. Wolfgang leaned his bicycle carefully against one of the fake-antique gaslights that lined the driveway. He patted his sweat-damp hair into place, then made his way up the six white concrete steps to the front door.
The Furniture King himself answered the door-chime. He was smaller than he appeared on television, and not as friendly.
‘Yes?’ he said, his familiar face framed by a wreath of plastic holly tied with white cotton to the security door.
‘I brought Audrey’th hat,’ Wolfgang lisped – it often happened when he was nervous. ‘Th-the left it at the pool on Thaturday.’
Mr Babacan stared at his lip. ‘You know Audrey?’
It was a mistake to have come. He should have listened to Mrs Lonsdale and left the hat in the lost property box.
‘I thee her at the pool. I ... I ... I work there.’
‘And your name is?’
‘Wolfgang Mulqueen.’
Mr Babacan’s expression became thoughtful. ‘Dahh-dahh-dahh duuuum!’ he sang, raising his eyebrows. ‘Dahh-dahh-dahh DUUUUM!’
Wolfgang reddened. What on earth?
‘Mozart – Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart!’
‘Oh. Yeah. Sure,’ Wolfgang stammered. It wasn’t Mozart who wrote the famous Symphony No. 5, it was Beethoven. ‘I was never much good with classical music.’
Mr Babacan laughed sportingly. His whole demeanour had changed – from suspicious father to jovial Furniture King. ‘Give me Shania Twain any day,’ he said, winking as he unlatched the security door. ‘Come in, come in.’
Wolfgang smelled roast vegetables in the cool air that tumbled out of the house. ‘I’m actually expected at home, Mr Babacan.’
‘Call me Keith,’ said the Furniture King. ‘Come in for one minute. I’m sure Audrey will want to thank you in person.’
The dining room was at the rear of the house. It had a wide bay window that looked out over a forested valley. Audrey, wearing a blue halter-top, her red hair in plaits, sat with her back to the view while her mother, the same prim blonde woman Wolfgang had seen at church, ladled soup into three bowls.
‘Audrey, you have a visitor,’ announced Keith.
His daughter turned towards his voice, her brows knitted. ‘A visitor?’
‘Your friend Mozart from the pool.’
‘Who?’ she asked.
‘Wolfgang. From the ticket office,’ said Wolfgang.
Keith, still smiling at his Mozart joke, led their visitor to the table. ‘This is my wife, Bernadette. Wolfgang has very kindly returned Audrey’s hat from the pool.’
‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ said Bernadette. She made a small gesture with the ladle. ‘Have you eaten?’
‘My mother’s expecting me home for dinner.’
‘At least have a drink before you go,’ said Keith, pulling out a chair and practically pushing Wolfgang down into it.
‘Thanks. A glass of water would be good, Mr Babacan.’
‘How about a beer?’
‘Well ...’ Wolfgang said. It was the first time he’d been offered alcohol by an adult.
‘VB or a Crownie?’
‘Um. A Crownie, thanks.’
When Keith left the room to fetch his Crownie – What was a Crownie? – Wolfgang passed Audrey her hat.
‘I’m afraid it got a bit bent up in my backpack,’ he apologised.
‘What did?’
‘Here, let me take that,’ said Bernadette, whisking the hat out of Wolfgang’s hand. He felt foolish. For a moment he had forgotten Audrey was blind.
‘I haven’t seen you and Campbell at the pool for a few days,’ he said.
‘We’ve had visitors – my sister and her fiancé came up from Geelong.’
Wolfgang was relieved. He had been worried her absence might have had something to do with what had happened on Saturday afternoon.
‘I found another butterfly,’ he said.
‘Another Polyura sempronius?’
That was impressive. ‘No, a different one. I haven’t been able to identify it.’
‘Did you –’ Audrey wrinkled her nose, ‘collect it?’
He smiled. ‘It was already collected. I found it on the radiator of Dad’s car. Just a wing, actually.’
‘Gruesome!’
‘It’s quite beautiful, actually. Completely black.’
‘My favourite colour.’
Was she joking? Her face seemed serious. ‘I’m not sure yet,’ Wolfgang said carefully, ‘but I think it might be a new species.’
‘Wow.’
‘Can you know that just from a wing?’ asked Bernadette.
‘You should be able to, Mrs Babacan. There’s nothing like it in any of my books.’
‘Wolfgang’s a butterfly expert,’ Audrey told her mother.
‘So I gather,’ said Bernadette. She caught his eye. ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like some soup, Wolfgang?’
‘No thanks, Mrs Babacan. I’d better leave room for Mum’s dinner.’
Keith came back with a 700ml bottle of Crown Lager – a Crownie, of course! – and a tall chilled glass. ‘We can’t have you going home dehydrated.’
Wolfgang looked at the bottle in dismay. He wasn’t really a drinker and had expected a stubbie. ‘Aren’t you going to have some, Mr Babacan?’
‘I’ve already had my quota,’ said Keith, patting his rounded stomach as he took a seat at the head of the table. ‘Don’t be shy, son, get stuck in.’
Wolfgang had never poured a beer and filled the glass three quarters full of foam. A floe of bubbles slid down the outside of the glass. He caught most of it with his fingers and surreptitiously wiped them on his shorts.
‘I’ll get you a serviette,’ Bernadette said.
‘So what do you do when you’re not at the pool, Wolfgang?’ asked Keith.
‘I ... um. Just the usual things, Mr Babacan.’
‘Keith,’ his host reminded him. ‘You’re a student, I take it? New Lourdes Pool isn’t your life’s work?’
‘It’s just a summer job.’
‘What are you studying?’
Wolfgang moved his glass in circles on its ceramic coaster. He was built like a football player and he’d been shaving since he was fourteen; people often said he looked older than his age. ‘Veterinary science,’ he heard himself say.
‘I’ve heard that’s a difficult course to get into,’ said Keith.
‘I was lucky, I guess,’ Wolfgang said, already regretting his lie. Why had he done it? To impress Audrey?
Keith leaned towards him. ‘Here’s what I believe, Wolfgang. We make our own luck in this life.’
‘What about bad luck?’ asked Audrey.
Her father scowled but said nothing.
Bernadette brought Wolfgang a serviette and sat down with her family. To Wolfgang’s surprise, the three of them said grace. He bowed his head and stared at the crisscross weave of the white linen tablecloth in front of him. A university student wouldn’t say grace – and anyway it seemed wrong to pray over a beer. He waited until Audrey and her parents had started their soup, then picked up his glass and sipped some of the foam.
‘Would you like a fresh glass?’ Bernadette asked.
‘Let him be,’ said her husband. He gave Wolfgang the exaggerated wink made famous in his Furniture King ads, then mimed drinking straight from the bottle. ‘Don’t bother with the glass, son.’
Son. Wolfgang self-consciously lifted the bottle and had a small sip. Then, because no one seemed to be taking any notice of him, he took a long pull. He wanted to finish it as quickly as possible. Finish it and leave. The Babacans ate their soup. Spoons clinked against china, lips made soft sucking noises. He didn’t dare look in Audrey’s direction. She couldn’t see, but he knew she could see through him. Veterinary science. What had he been thinking?
Across from him, Bernadette took a small dinner roll from the basket in the middle of the table. ‘Would you like some bread, Wolfgang?’ she asked, tilting the basket towards him.
‘Thanks, Mrs Babacan,’ he said politely. It would help soak up the beer, which already, after just two or three swallows, was going to his head.
‘How well do they pay you at the pool?’ Keith asked a minute or two later.
‘Eight dollars fifty an hour.’
‘I pay my delivery boys more than that.’
‘Dad!’ said Audrey.
‘It’s pretty easy work.’ Wolfgang took another swallow of beer, then set the bottle down very carefully on its coaster. It was less than half full – roughly three eighths. Or five-eighths empty, he thought, pleased with his agility of mind. Despite the bread – he had eaten three rolls in quick succession – he was feeling disconcertingly light-headed. But not so light-headed that he couldn’t perform mental arithmetic. ‘And I get tips from the pilgrims,’ he added.
Keith furrowed his brow. ‘Who or what are the pilgrims?’
‘The people who come to be cured.’
‘That’s another rip off, if you ask me.’
‘Nobody asked you, Dad,’ Audrey said.
Keith ignored her. He leaned forward. ‘Tell me, Wolfgang, has anyone ever been cured?’
‘Marceline Flavel.’
Keith dropped his spoon dramatically against the side of his empty soup bowl. ‘I rest my case.’
Puzzled, Wolfgang caught the eye of Bernadette, who smiled apologetically. ‘Keith is the world’s greatest sceptic, Wolfgang. He doesn’t believe Marceline Flavel was cured.’
‘She was in the newspaper,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I saw her on TV. She was walking.’
‘But who was she?’ asked Keith. ‘Where did she come from?’
‘France.’
‘Exactly. And how convenient. Nobody had ever heard of her until she blew into town in her wheelchair, and then she very conveniently disappeared back to France – to old Lourdes, perhaps? – as soon as all the fuss was over.’
‘Crutches.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Marceline Flavel had crutches, not a wheelchair.’ Wolfgang raised the bottle to his lips but discovered it empty. ‘They’re in a display cabinet down at the pool,’ he said, setting the bottle down. ‘People take photos of them.’
Keith reached for the empty bottle. ‘I only wish,’ he said, ‘that Shirley Lonsdale worked for me. Would you like another beer, son?’
‘No, thanks. I’d better go home. Mum will have tea ready.’
Audrey surprised him by rising from her seat. ‘I’ll show you to the door.’
It felt strange being walked to the door by a blind person. She led him back through the house as if she could see exactly where they were going. She didn’t even touch the walls. Wolfgang wondered, as he followed her bare heels down the hallway, where Campbell was.
‘Sorry about Dad,’ Audrey said, opening the front door.
‘You say sorry a lot.’
It took her a moment to catch on, but then she laughed. She turned to face him. ‘You know, Wolfgang, I thought you were younger.’
‘It’s the way I talk,’ he said, emboldened by the beer. ‘I was born with a cleft palate and, you know, a harelip. Even though I’ve been operated on, it still affects my speech sometimes.’
She tilted her head to one side. ‘I’ve never met someone with a harelip. May I touch it?’
‘Well, I guess so. It’s been fixed though.’
Audrey reached up and ran her fingers gently over his top lip. ‘There’s a bump,’ she said, concentrating.
He waited for her to lower her hand. ‘I could have had another operation – you know, plastic surgery? – but I chickened out.’
‘Would that have fixed the way you talk?’
‘Probably.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But after my second time in hospital I didn’t want to go back there. I was only three.’
‘Poor Wolfgang,’ Audrey said.
‘Hey, I’m all right,’ he said cheerily, an echo of the Furniture King in his tone. Which should have warned him not to say anything further. But the words just came tumbling out: ‘At least I’m not blind.’
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Sylvia Mulqueen had turned sixty in early December, and one of her birthday presents to herself, she’d announced to Wolfgang and his father that evening three weeks ago, was a release from the annual obligation of cooking them a roast dinner at Christmas. They had cold ham and salad instead. For dessert there was tinned fruit and ice-cream in place of the usual boiled Christmas pudding with custard. Wolfgang enjoyed the break from tradition. It meant far fewer dishes to wash and dry afterwards, and he didn’t have to spend the remainder of the afternoon lying round feeling bloated and sleepy. He went for a ride instead.
His parents had bought him a new mountain bike for Christmas. It had front and rear suspension and disc brakes – the same model (probably the same bike) he had seen in the window of Gleeson’s Cycles a month earlier and mentioned, perhaps more than once, to his mother. As soon as the dishes were finished, Wolfgang strapped on his collecting bag and helmet, and pedalled out into the back lane.
Since finding the black wing, he’d had five days to think about the road to Maryborough and the most likely butterfly habitats between the two towns. There were at least five stretches of unfarmed bush and scrubland that he could remember. The most likely of these was Sheepwash Creek, about twelve kilometres from New Lourdes. Stretches of the narrow waterway were heavily overgrown. Wolfgang knew this from experience – he’d gone collecting there with his father two or three years earlier. If the black butterfly was indeed a new species, it must have come from an extremely localised colony to have remained undetected for so long. The key to finding it was to discover its host plants – the specialised diet of its caterpillars – and the overgrown banks of Sheepwash Creek seemed a good place to start looking.
It wasn’t a particularly hot day for that time of year; a brisk south-westerly wind kept the temperature down to a comfortable twenty-six or twenty-seven degrees. But Wolfgang cursed the wind. Not only did it make the ride slow and tiring – it was blowing directly into his face – but it would inhibit his chances of finding anything. Butterflies are shy of the wind, more likely to be sheltering on a day such as this than going about their normal butterfly business. Too bad. Today was Wolfgang’s first opportunity to go looking for the black butterfly and he didn’t have another day off until next Tuesday or Wednesday.
He hid the bicycle in a mallee thicket and spent two sweaty, unproductive hours pushing through the scratchy understorey along the banks of the creek. He had been right about the wind – there were no butterflies about. There were plenty of flies though; they kept up a constant assault on his eyes and nostrils and mouth. By five o’clock he’d had enough. He was hot, scratched and extremely thirsty, having carelessly left his water bottle clipped to his bicycle. Packing away his collapsible butterfly net, Wolfgang began making his way back towards the road.
Rather than follow the overgrown creek bank, where progress was slow and often difficult, he made the return journey through the open farmland that bordered the creek. It was an easy walk over the brown stubbly grass and, despite having to cross three fences and a concrete irrigation channel, it took him less than thirty minutes to get back to his bicycle. The water bottle had been in the sun for most of the afternoon but its contents still tasted delicious. A small green and yellow bird, a honeyeater of some kind, alighted on an acacia branch less than three metres away.
‘Merry Christmas,’ Wolfgang toasted it.
As he clipped on his helmet, Wolfgang wondered how his friends were spending Christmas day. Mark Cowan was camping with his family down at Ocean Grove. Steve Taylor would be playing backyard cricket with his father, his uncle and his four cousins who came across each year from Shepparton. And me? Wolfgang thought. I’m out in the bush talking to honeyeaters. Still, it was better than sitting in front of the television all afternoon with his geriatric parents watching Miracle on 34th Street. Better than being blind.
‘How could I have said that?’ he groaned, scaring away the honeyeater.
Audrey had pretended not to hear. But he had seen the involuntary tightening of the muscles around her mouth. And the way her sightless blue eyes – the same aqua blue as the pool on a sunny day – had narrowed slightly, as though angered or hurt. Probably both.
‘Thanks for coming round,’ she’d said, closing the door on him almost before he was all the way out.
The butterfly flew across the road only metres in front of him. Wolfgang braked so hard he nearly went over the handlebars. His new bicycle had good brakes. He swerved across the road’s gravel shoulder and went bumping down through a weed-choked gutter in pursuit. He pulled up at the fence. The butterfly had gone straight through the wires and into the paddock beyond. Already it was fifteen metres away, zigzagging low across the yellowed grass. It was one of the smaller browns, impossible to say which. Wolfgang laid his bike on the ground and swung himself across the creaking fence. There were several horses in the paddock and a farmhouse through some trees, but these were details Wolfgang barely registered as he ran after the butterfly. He shrugged off his backpack as he ran, pulled out his net and let the backpack fall to the ground. Still running, he unwrapped the nylon mesh from its circular wire frame and let out the telescopic aluminium shaft. Ahead of him, the butterfly slowed and circled a tall scotch thistle. Wolfgang slowed, too. Holding the net two-handed, he made a detour around the butterfly and approached it from downwind. It shot straight up as he came close, but Wolfgang had anticipated the move and swung the net in a quick arc.
‘Got you!’ he said, triumphant.
Breathing heavily from the chase, Wolfgang retraced his steps to his discarded backpack and crouched to examine his prize. It was a female shouldered brown, a rare visitor this far north of the Divide. Perhaps the wind had brought it to him, a Christmas gift. Thank you, baby Jesus! The afternoon hadn’t been wasted, after all.
Wolfgang heard the approach of hooves as he carefully transferred the butterfly to his killing jar. Only when the lid was closed did he look up. Four horses, three chestnuts and one grey, stood in a semicircle watching him. They were only ten metres away; they looked huge. Wolfgang picked some grass for them as he waited for the butterfly to die, but the horses were shy of him and backed away when he approached. He tossed the grass in their direction and returned to his collecting equipment. He realised he was still wearing his helmet.
When the butterfly was dead, Wolfgang transferred it to his field box with a pair of forceps, gently flattened its wings, then used a pin to secure it to the box’s cork lining. Beautiful.
He already had two female shouldered browns at home, but both were from his father’s collection. This was his own. They were always more special when you’d collected them yourself.
Collected. He thought of Audrey again. I should have apologised.
The horses followed him back to the fence. They seemed skittish. It was unnerving hearing their hooves and loud breathing behind him. Wolfgang was relieved to put the barrier of the fence between him and them. He pulled up a clump of long grass from the roadside ditch and this time one of the chestnuts dared to come close enough to pull it out of his hands with its mobile black lips.
I’ll see her tomorrow, Wolfgang thought. I’ll apologise then.
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Keith Babacan came to the ticket window. It was just after five-thirty on Monday afternoon and Mrs Lonsdale was helping Wolfgang count the day’s takings.
‘I can see I’m in the wrong business,’ Keith said.
Mrs Lonsdale looked up. ‘Good afternoon, Keith. You’ve missed your daughter, I’m afraid – she left half an hour ago.’
‘It’s your assistant I came to see, Shirley. Can you spare young Mulqueen for five minutes?’
Wolfgang followed Audrey’s father out into the car park. Young Mulqueen. Had he found out Wolfgang’s age? ‘I ... um. How was your Christmas, Mr Babacan?’
‘Good, good. And yours?’
‘Yeah, it was okay.’
‘Good, good,’ said Keith, loosening his Homer Simpson tie. He was wearing a pink long-sleeved shirt with sweat-rings under the arms, fawn trousers and shiny brown shoes. He must have come straight from Furniture Kingdom. ‘Hot enough for you?’ he asked. ‘Let’s sit in my car.’
It was a moss-green Mercedes parked illegally in one of the disabled parking spaces directly outside the entryway. The interior had a faintly chemical new-car smell and was pleasantly cool. Keith started the engine and made an adjustment to the airconditioner.
‘How much do you make in a week, Wolfgang?’
‘At the pool?’
‘No, at university,’ said Keith, then laughed his Furniture King laugh – Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh! – to diffuse the sarcasm. ‘Of course I mean the pool. What’s your take-home pay?’
‘It depends how many hours I do.’
‘Give me a ballpark figure.’
Wolfgang shrugged. What business was it of Mr Babacan’s? ‘Around three hundred dollars.’
‘Three hundred dollars.’ Keith drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘How would you like to take home four hundred, hmmm?’
The car’s engine whirred, a distant, gentle vibration through Wolfgang’s feet. ‘Are you offering me a job, Mr Babacan?’
‘That I am, Mr Mulqueen. Four hundred dollars a week – cash in hand – right through till you go back to university. Interested?’
Of course he was interested. But there was one problem: he went to school, not university, and school started in the final week of January. Still, that left him five weeks to work for Mr Babacan. Two thousand dollars.
‘What exactly is the job?’
‘Before we go into that,’ Keith said, ‘would you mind if I asked you a personal question?’
‘I guess not.’
‘Do you have a girlfriend?’
Wolfgang blushed. What sort of question was that? ‘I, um ... yes,’ he lied. After all, he was supposed to be at university. And he wanted to sound mature – mature enough to earn four hundred dollars a week. ‘But she lives down in Melbourne. She’s doing the same course as me, actually. At the uni.’
‘Does she get up here much?’
‘To New Lourdes? No, hardly ever. Mostly I drive down and see her.’ Drive, Wolfgang heard himself say. Shit. ‘Dad lets me borrow his car.’
Keith looked him in the eye. ‘She’s not the jealous type, is she?’
‘I guess not,’ Wolfgang said. He was sweating now, despite the airconditioning. ‘I mean, I wouldn’t really know – I’d never do anything to make her jealous.’
‘Do you think she would mind if you spent a bit of time with Audrey?’
‘How do you mean, Mr Babacan?’
‘Keith,’ said Keith. ‘It’s simple enough. I want you to – what’s the expression you young people use? – hang out with my daughter.’
Wolfgang ran his tongue over the groove in the roof of his mouth. Slowly this whole conversation was beginning to make sense. A crazy kind of sense. ‘Is that the job?’ he asked. ‘Looking after Audrey?’
‘Not looking after her, Wolfgang – keeping her company.’ Keith watched a group of girls coming out of the pool. ‘She doesn’t have any friends. Her mother and I, we think it would be good for Audrey to spend a bit of time with someone her own age.’
Wolfgang was watching the girls, too. One of them was Naomi Weston. He’d asked her out once. ‘What would I have to do?’
‘That’s up to you. Hang out with her. Be her friend.’
‘What if it doesn’t work?’ Wolfgang asked, following Naomi out of the corner of his eye. ‘Are you kidding?’ she’d said, loud enough to be heard by nearly everyone in the quadrangle. ‘I mean, she mightn’t want to be my friend.’
‘She seems to like you,’ Keith said. ‘But, yes, I realise this is a bit of a gamble. Women are fickle creatures at the best of times, and the Babacan women are worse than most.’ He laughed again – Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh! ‘So here’s my proposal. Give me that briefcase, will you?’
A fat leather satchel lay on the floor between Wolfgang’s feet. He passed it to Audrey’s father, who flipped open an outer flap and withdrew a white envelope. Unsealing it, he removed a bundle of fifty dollar notes, counted off two, folded them in half and slipped them into his shirt pocket. The rest he returned to the envelope and handed to Wolfgang.
‘Four hundred dollars,’ he said. ‘All I’m asking is you talk to Audrey, exert that old Mozart charm. If nothing’s happening after a week, forget the whole deal.’
‘And keep the four hundred dollars?’
Keith gave him a sly look. ‘Yep. Even if you do absolutely nothing, I won’t ask for it back. But I pride myself on being a pretty good judge of character, son – I think you’ll give it your best shot. Bernadette and I were both very impressed with you the other night. And Bernadette says she’s seen you at church.’
Wolfgang turned the envelope over, tracing the slim outline of the notes with his fingertips. If he was a good Catholic boy, would he be taking this money? It felt wrong to be accepting payment to be someone’s friend – to pretend to be their friend.
‘Does Mrs Babacan know about the money?’
‘No, son. This is strictly between you and me. Men’s business.’
The airconditioner hummed. When two boys came out of the pool and walked past the car, Wolfgang hid the envelope from view.
‘What about my job here?’ he asked.
‘Carry on as normal in the meantime,’ Keith said. ‘Obviously, even if you and Audrey do become friends, you won’t be spending all your time together. And she’s here every day anyway, I take it.’ He winked. ‘Perfect opportunity to get to know her, hmmm?’
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Wolfgang hardly slept that night. His brain kept going over and over what he was going to say to Audrey, obsessing about it, worrying she would reject him outright, do a Naomi Weston on him – Are you kidding? – or even laugh. And then it took him until four-thirty in the afternoon to build up the courage to finally approach her and blurt out the proposal that over the past twenty-two hours had become a mantra inside his head.
‘Audrey, I’ve got the day off tomorrow. Would you like to go to the zoo?’
‘Okay,’ she said from under her hat.
Wolfgang smiled at Campbell – a victory smile – and the dog wagged its tail as if it understood. ‘Well, that’s great then,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I thought we’d catch the seven o’clock train, if that isn’t too early? That’d get us there by about ten. And then we could –’
Audrey lifted her hat to one side. Her face was pale and pillowy, her expression vague. She removed both her earpieces. ‘Hang on a minute. Did you say zoo?’
‘Y-yes,’ Wolfgang answered, steeling himself for the disappointment he’d been expecting all along. She hadn’t heard him correctly the first time. The zoo was a stupid idea. ‘But if you’d like to go somewhere else ...’
‘No, the zoo sounds excellent.’
‘Are you sure? We don’t have to go there.’
Audrey laughed.
‘What’s so funny?’
‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘You. Taking me to the zoo.’
‘I’m sorry,’ he said, blushing.
‘You say sorry a lot.’ Audrey sat up and smiled. She looked younger when she smiled – closer to his own age.
‘I want to smell a lion,’ she said.
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Wolfgang was waiting outside the station when the moss-green Mercedes pulled up. The driver’s door opened and Keith stepped out onto the road. He spotted Wolfgang and waved as he walked around to the footpath. Audrey climbed out, holding a black and mauve backpack. As she slipped her arms through its shoulder straps, her father leaned into the car and removed a white cane from between the seats. He gave it to Audrey and closed the door behind her.
‘Wolfgang, good morning!’ he said heartily as Wolfgang approached.
‘Good morning, Keith. Hullo Audrey.’
Audrey smiled in the direction of his voice. She was wearing a white T-shirt and jeans and a pink cloth hat he hadn’t seen before. ‘Hi. Have you been waiting long?’
‘Five minutes,’ Wolfgang said, although it was closer to twenty. He looked at her cane. ‘Where’s Campbell?’
‘Staying home. He’s a wimp when it comes to lions. See you later, Dad.’
‘Have a good time, sweetie. Did you bring your phone?’
‘No, the battery’s flat.’
Keith rolled his eyes for Wolfgang’s benefit. ‘I buy her a mobile phone and she never uses the thing.’
‘I didn’t ask for a mobile,’ Audrey said tiredly.
‘They only got it so they could keep tabs on me,’ she told Wolfgang when her father had gone. ‘They treat me like a baby. I’m nearly nineteen, for Christ’s sake.’
Nineteen. Wolfgang shouldered his backpack. He’d thought eighteen, hoped seventeen. ‘Let’s get on the train,’ he said. ‘I’ve got our tickets.’
‘You bought me a ticket? Shit, Wolfgang, I get enough of this crap from my parents.’ She held out her hand. ‘Here, give it to me.’
‘The ticket?’
‘Yes, the ticket. I’ll get you a refund.’
‘Why not just pay me for it?’
‘Because I can get a concession,’ Audrey said. ‘Point me in the direction of the ticket counter.’
Not a good start, Wolfgang thought as he watched her tap her way over to the counter. There were three people waiting but they stepped courteously aside when they saw Audrey’s white cane. He wondered if she was aware that she was queue-jumping.
‘Can I get a refund on this, please?’ she asked sweetly, placing her ticket and the cane on the counter, then rummaging through her backpack for her purse. ‘My friend bought it for me but he didn’t have my concession card.’
Friend. For the first time since he had made the agreement with Audrey’s father, Wolfgang felt a stab of guilt.


Audrey slept almost all the way to Melbourne. Sitting in the aisle seat beside her, Wolfgang wished he had something to read. But he hadn’t brought a book, imagining the two-hour train trip would be a good time for him and Audrey to get to know each other. He’d even researched his role as a university student and found out which Melbourne universities offered veterinary science, along with some of the study units they offered.
As the train swayed into Southern Cross Station, Wolfgang touched Audrey lightly on the elbow. ‘Audrey, we’re here.’
She came awake in a moment. ‘Melbourne? Already? Oh God, I’ve been asleep, haven’t I?’
‘Only for the last ten minutes or so.’
‘And then some,’ Audrey said, yawning hugely so he could see almost to the back of her throat. ‘I’m not much of a morning person. Sorry.’
‘You say sorry a lot.’
‘Touché.’
‘Actually, I owe you an apology,’ Wolfgang said.
‘Do you?’
‘Yeah. For what I said when I was leaving your place the other night.’
‘What did you say?’
‘How I was glad I wasn’t blind.’
‘I don’t even remember it,’ Audrey said. She touched his arm. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you aren’t blind, too, Wolfgang. I’m kind of relying on you to be my eyes today.’
As soon as they were out on the platform, Audrey lit a cigarette. She offered him the packet. Wolfgang almost told her he didn’t smoke, but changed his mind and took one. It would make him seem more worldly. More like a university student. He lit up and took a single light puff, then exhaled immediately, before the smoke burned his throat – before he choked and gave himself away as a non-smoker.
‘What about your cane?’ he asked, noticing the folded shaft still protruding from Audrey’s backpack where she had stowed it when they boarded the train.
‘Don’t need it.’ She changed her cigarette to her left hand, then threaded her right hand through the crook of his elbow. ‘Lead on, McDuff.’


They caught a tram to the zoo. The trip took about twenty minutes and most of it they travelled in silence. Audrey wasn’t talkative. She would answer any questions Wolfgang put to her, and do so cheerfully enough, but she initiated no conversation of her own. Wolfgang found it hard work and eventually stopped trying. For the final twelve or fifteen minutes of their journey they sat in silence, side by side like two strangers.
I can’t do this for five weeks, Wolfgang thought. Not even for two thousand dollars.
As soon as they alighted at the zoo stop, Audrey became a different person. ‘You know, Wolfgang, you really took me by surprise,’ she said brightly, clinging to his arm as they made their way towards the entrance.
‘How do you mean?’ he asked.
‘Well, the zoo! It isn’t exactly the most obvious place to take a blind person.’
‘I thought you wanted to come.’
‘I did. I do!’ She squeezed his elbow. ‘I’m just amazed that you asked me. Amazed and, well, grateful.’
Now it was Wolfgang’s turn to be silent.
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Audrey got to smell the lions. And, thanks to her disability and the kindness of the zoo staff, she also got to hold an orphaned wombat, feed the baby giraffe and pat an elephant’s trunk. But the highlight of the day, and Wolfgang’s main reason for bringing Audrey to the zoo, was their visit to the Butterfly House.
He didn’t tell her where they were as they entered the exhibit. They followed a group of foreign-speaking tourists through the quarantine chamber with its spring-loaded outer door and its inner barrier of heavy plastic strips, then into the enormous tropical hothouse.
‘My God it’s hot!’ Audrey gasped. ‘I can hardly breathe. What is this place?’
Wolfgang drew in his breath as a female birdwing, as big as his hand, spun a silent pirouette around them. He had been here perhaps twenty times, but the magic never dimmed.
‘You know how you said the other day that you weren’t sure if butterflies really existed?’ he said. ‘Today I’ve brought you to meet some.’
Audrey let go of his arm and stopped on the wooden walkway. ‘I’ve heard about this. Are there butterflies here?’
‘All around us. There’s one flying between us right now. And there’s a big blue Ulysses circling your head. I think it’s got its eye on your hat.’
A wide childlike smile broke across Audrey’s face. She stood transfixed, a party of elderly zoo-goers threading their way past on either side. ‘Is it going to land?’ she whispered.
‘I don’t think so.’ Wolfgang watched it dance off into the simulated rainforest behind her. He realised now what gave the exhibit its aura of unreality – it was the silence. Butterflies swirled around them in a dizzying kaleidoscope of colour, movement, life, yet they didn’t make a sound. If you were blind, they might not have been there. He took hold of Audrey’s hand.
‘We’re in the way here,’ he said softly. ‘Come with me.’
Wolfgang led her to an out-of-the-way corner, where the walkway broadened and made a ninety degree turn to the right. Standing her in the angle of the railing beneath the dew-dropped foliage of a six-metre bangalow palm, he dug a small plastic bottle from his backpack.
‘Hold your hand out.’
‘What is it?’ asked Audrey, grimacing as he smeared a sticky paste on her wrist.
‘My secret love potion,’ Wolfgang said, then blushed when he realised how that must have sounded. ‘For butterflies,’ he added quickly. ‘It’s a mixture of beer, rum and jam. They find it pretty much irresistible.’
Audrey raised her wrist and sniffed it. She screwed up her nose. ‘Smells rank,’ she said.
‘Butterflies love it, trust me. Hold your arm up a bit. That’s it. It shouldn’t take too long.’
The first butterfly arrived within thirty seconds. It darted twice around Audrey’s hand, then landed on the base of her thumb. She tensed.
‘I can feel something,’ she whispered.
‘Feet,’ Wolfgang told her. ‘It’s an Australian lurcher. Orange and brown. Quite pretty.’
‘It tickles!’
‘Butterflies taste with their feet, did you know that?’
She shook her head.
‘Do you want to touch it?’
Audrey shook her head again, her face tight with concentration. ‘Tell me what it’s doing.’
‘It’s feeding. You don’t have to whisper.’
‘Can’t they hear?’
‘I don’t know,’ said Wolfgang, watching a female orange lacewing flicker overhead, a smaller male dancing attendance around her. ‘But noise doesn’t seem to bother them.’
‘This is so cool!’ Audrey said.
A green triangle came next, then another lurcher, then a big blue Ulysses. Wolfgang named and described each butterfly as it arrived. Soon, six insects had settled on Audrey’s hand and wrist; several more circled. A man with a small boy on his shoulders stopped to watch.
‘Here,’ Wolfgang said, and gently took some of the weight of Audrey’s raised arm. ‘I’ve got an idea.’
With his other hand he bent her elbow, bringing her scented wrist within centimetres of her face. When a big male birdwing flew down, its flashing green and yellow wings brushed across Audrey’s eyelashes and cheek.
She drew in her breath. ‘Was that –?’
‘Wings,’ Wolfgang told her.
Audrey’s mouth quivered and two tears gathered on the lower lids of her sightless blue eyes.
‘Are you okay?’ he asked.
She nodded. ‘I’m just happy.’


Twenty or twenty-five minutes later, when finally Wolfgang was able to coax her away from the butterflies, Audrey stopped him in the middle of the road outside the Elephant Village, felt along his arm for his hand and gently turned him towards her.
‘Thank you, Wolfgang,’ she said up into his face. ‘That was the loveliest thing anybody’s ever done for me.’
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Wolfgang wished he hadn’t taken Keith’s four hundred dollars. The whole thing felt wrong. Dishonest. It wasn’t fair on Audrey. She’d been so grateful to him on the way back from the zoo. He didn’t want her gratitude, didn’t deserve it. Part of him wished he could simply give Keith’s money back and forget the whole deal. But it was too late for that. He and Audrey’s father had an agreement. Wolfgang had taken the money, now it was up to him to keep his end of the bargain. It was only for a week, he rationalised. Less than that – six more days. Then he could tell Keith it wasn’t working and walk away with a clear conscience. And with four hundred dollars.
At lunchtime on Wednesday, Wolfgang made his way over to the shade of the peppercorn tree by the fence. He patted Campbell on the head, then reached carefully across Audrey and pulled the earphone jack out of her MP3 player. She didn’t move.
‘Audrey?’
She gave a start. ‘Huh?’
‘Hi, it’s me. Do you want to go for a walk?’
Audrey reached up under her hat – it was the new pink one today – with both hands and touched her earpieces. ‘Hi,’ she said, sounding distracted.
‘It’s unplugged.’
‘What?’
‘Your MP3,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I unplugged the earphones as a joke. Would you like to go for a walk?’
‘A walk.’
‘Yeah. It’s my lunchbreak. I thought we could walk into town and get something to eat, then maybe take it to the botanical gardens or somewhere.’
‘Well, I don’t know,’ said Audrey. Her face was flushed nearly as pink as her hat; perspiration beaded her upper lip and hairline. ‘I don’t actually feel hungry at the moment.’
‘Fair enough.’ Wolfgang met the sad brown eyes of the labrador lying listlessly on the bare ground beside her and gave a little shrug. He felt sorry for Campbell. What sort of life was it for a dog, forced to stay in one spot all day, doing nothing? ‘I, um ... I’d better be getting back.’
Audrey sat up and stretched, revealing poorly shaved underarms. Today she wore a blue sleeveless top with a matching blue skirt, and black trousers under the skirt. ‘I thought you were on your lunch-break,’ she said, unscrewing the cap from her water bottle.
‘I am. But I have to go and buy it – my lunch, I mean.’ He waited while she drank. Probably he should make one more effort. He owed it to Keith. ‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked.
‘No thanks.’
‘Okay, I’ll see you later.’
That was it then. Wolfgang left her and walked out into the sunshine with its palette of green grass and multi-coloured towels and pale oiled bodies. He had fulfilled his obligation for the day. Given it his best shot. Two days down, five to go.
‘Wolfgang,’ Audrey said behind him.
He pretended not to hear, aware of all the eyes on him. Of all the ears listening.
‘Wolfgang?’ she repeated, louder.
Quickly he retraced his steps. ‘What is it?’ he said, his voice lowered.
Audrey twisted the pink hat in her fingers. ‘I guess you’ve already made plans for tomorrow?’
‘I’m working.’
‘I meant after work,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow night.’
New Year’s Eve. ‘There’s a party I’m thinking of going to,’ Wolfgang said. And immediately regretted mentioning it. She might expect him to invite her. How would he explain Audrey to his friends? More importantly, how would he explain his friends – a bunch of fifteen-and sixteen-year-olds – schoolboys – to Audrey?
‘But I’m not much into parties,’ he added. ‘What are you doing tomorrow night?’
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A drawer scraped noisily open. Wolfgang blinked in the harsh glare of his bedroom light. He was sweaty and disoriented. He’d been dreaming that he was swimming up the slope of the pool; the harder he swam, the more the water tipped, until finally he was being pushed backwards towards the wheelchair ramp, where a fearsome creature, half-human, half-butterfly, awaited him.
‘Dad?’ he said. ‘What are you doing?’
His father, wearing brown cotton pyjamas, stooped over Wolfgang’s desk methodically emptying one of the drawers and placing its contents in a row along the desktop. He seemed unaware of his son’s presence.
‘Are you awake, Dad?’
‘It’s in here somewhere,’ the old man said, positioning a box of pins on the desk next to two pairs of scissors.
Wolfgang glanced at the clock on his bedside table. 1:15 a.m. ‘What are you looking for?’
‘I know you’ve taken it.’
‘Taken what?’ Wolfgang asked, rolling out of bed.
Leo regarded him with vacant eyes. His wispy white hair stood out from his head like spider webs and his mouth was a gummy black hole in the shrunken lower part of his face. Without his false teeth, he looked like an escapee from a psychiatric ward.
‘My own son,’ he said bitterly.
‘Are you okay, Dad?’
The old man brushed past and lifted down one of the cases of mounted butterflies from the wall above Wolfgang’s bed. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t notice?’ he asked.
‘Notice what?’
‘This isn’t yours.’
‘You gave that to me.’
‘What nonsense! I might be getting old, but I’m not stupid. You took it out of my study.’
Old and stupid, Wolfgang thought, returning the scissors, the pins and a box of thread to the drawer.
‘Did I ever take you to New Guinea?’ Leo asked.
Wolfgang sighed. They’d had this conversation a hundred times. ‘No, Dad, I haven’t been to New Guinea.’
His father was holding the heavy case at arms’ length, studying the jewel-bright butterflies pinned to the black felt lining. ‘We’ll have to go there, Edward,’ he said. ‘Just you and I.’
‘Okay,’ Wolfgang answered, not bothering to correct him. Edward – or Teddy, as he was called by the media – was Leo’s son by his first marriage.
Rhodes scholar, owner of a racehorse stud in Tasmania, married to the daughter of a former Governor General – how could Wolfgang compete?
‘Your mother can stay home. No place for a woman, New Guinea.’
‘I guess not.’
‘It’s an extraordinary country. Not just for its butterflies, but the bird life, too.’ The old man’s stick-thin arms were beginning to quiver from the strain of holding the heavy display case. ‘Have you ever seen a bird of paradise, Edward?’
‘Here, let me take that.’
‘Keep your hands off!’
‘You’re going to drop it, Dad.’
‘Did I ever take you to New Guinea?’
Wolfgang saw a movement out of the corner of his eye. His mother stood in the doorway wearing a nightie and a concerned frown.
‘Leo, why don’t you put the butterflies down now?’ she said gently.
The old man turned to face her. ‘Look what I found – my New Guinea collection.’
‘Aren’t they beautiful,’ said Sylvia. ‘Why don’t you put them on the desk and come back to bed?’
‘The boy stole it from my study.’
‘Wolfgang didn’t steal it, Leo. You gave it to him.’
‘He stole it.’
Wolfgang raised his eyebrows at his mother. ‘Dad and I are going to New Guinea. A collecting trip.’
‘Are you?’ she said, playing along. ‘What a lovely idea.’
Leo looked sheepish. ‘I was saying to the boy that you probably wouldn’t want to come.’
‘You’re quite right, dear,’ Sylvia said. ‘You and Wolfgang go. But let’s all go back to bed for the moment.’
‘New Guinea,’ said Leo, laying the case carefully on Wolfgang’s bed. He tapped the glass, pointing at a small yellow butterfly down in the bottom corner. ‘After rains, Edward, you see these ones in their thousands, swirling in the sky in clouds like yellow confetti.’
He allowed his wife to lead him slowly from the room.
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As soon as they were inside the gates, Audrey knelt and released Campbell from his harness.
‘You probably think I’m wacky,’ she said.
Wolfgang watched the pale outline of the labrador go gliding off into a dark thicket of headstones. ‘It isn’t exactly where I would have thought to go to see in the New Year.’
‘You said you didn’t like parties.’
‘That’s true,’ he admitted. ‘But when you said we’d go somewhere to watch the fireworks, I didn’t expect it to be the cemetery.’
‘We can go someplace else, if you like.’
‘No, no. This is fine. It’s just a little weird, that’s all.’
Audrey was strapping Campbell’s harness to the outside of her backpack. ‘Besides,’ she said, ‘there’s a very good view from here.’
How did she know?
‘That settles it then,’ said Wolfgang. He reached for the backpack, which was a lot heavier than he had expected. ‘Here, let me carry this for a bit.’
Audrey had her cane. She led the way down one of the shadowy paths, tap-tapping the gravel ahead of her in a jerky, sweeping motion. Wolfgang walked at her elbow and half a pace behind. He was surprised at the speed she was making, at her assurance. Unlike their day at the zoo, when she had relied on him to guide her, tonight in the darkness of the unlit cemetery Wolfgang was the blind one, Audrey the guide. She seemed to know exactly where she was going. When they met another path running at right angles to the one they were following, Audrey began veering left even before her cane met the low concrete edging that signalled the turn. Every so often Campbell would materialise out of the night as if to check on their progress, then go loping off in another direction to be lost once more in the darkness. It seemed inappropriate, Wolfgang thought, to exercise a dog in the cemetery, yet it was good to see Campbell enjoying a bit of freedom after his boring days at the pool.
They were climbing. Ahead Wolfgang could see a horizon toothed with headstones. There was a pale glow in the belly of the overcast sky. When they reached the crest of the hill, the lights of the town rose and spread before them, ruining what little vision Wolfgang had of their immediate, unlit surroundings. He stumbled and fell behind.
‘What’s the matter?’ Audrey asked, turning back.
‘It’s the lights from town. I can’t see where I’m going.’
‘Here, take hold of my arm. I know the way.’
She led him, shuffling his feet, between the last of the headstones and down a wide dark slope directly towards the lights. They were in the lawn cemetery, where the graves were marked by plaques set flush in the ground. Every few metres his runners would scrape over something solid.
‘Where are we going?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Down here a bit,’ Audrey said. ‘Not much further.’
They had come here to watch the fireworks – so he could watch the fireworks – but the further down the slope they went, the less likely it seemed that he would be able to see them. Already a bank of trees was rising up between them and the town.
Audrey led him almost all the way to the trees.
‘This’ll do,’ she said finally. ‘You’ll get a good view from here, Wolfgang. Give me the backpack.’
She pulled out a blanket and spread it on the grass between two plaques. Now that the trees blocked most of the lights, Wolfgang found his eyes adjusting to their darkened surroundings. They were in the newest part of the cemetery; he could see pale bouquets of flowers on several of the nearby graves.
‘Aren’t you going to sit?’ Audrey asked.
He sat down and she pressed a cold can into his hand. It was too dark to see what it was. ‘Happy New Year,’ she said.
‘Happy New Year.’
They clinked cans. Wolfgang could hear a party somewhere on the other side of the trees – loud music, voices, the occasional trill of female laughter. He opened his drink and took a cautious sip, expecting beer, but this was sweeter – cola with a burn of spirits. Bourbon? Whatever it was, he liked it better than beer. He had another swallow.
‘What time is it?’ Audrey asked.
He tried to angle his watch to capture what little light filtered through the barrier of trees. ‘Eleven fifty-six.’
‘Phew! I didn’t mean to cut it so fine.’
‘My fault,’ said Wolfgang. ‘I’m a little slow in the dark.’
‘Lucky you were with an expert,’ Audrey said.
Campbell arrived in a cyclone of huffing breath and wet tongue. Wolfgang pushed him away, spilling drink on his shorts and across his thigh. Beside him, Audrey captured the dog in a one-armed hug.
‘We missed you too, you big sook!’ she said in a playful voice.
Then Campbell was gone again and it was just the two of them. Wolfgang wiped his thigh with a corner of the blanket. He was shivering. It wasn’t cold. New Year’s Eve and he was alone with a girl on a blanket. In the dark. Drinking alcohol. Anything could happen.
She wants it to happen, he thought.
Should he kiss her? No, it would be better to wait a while, not to seem too eager. He was supposed to be a university student. Nineteen or twenty. Mature. Experienced. They should talk first.
‘Do you have any New Year’th retholutionth, Audrey?’
‘Hey, what’s with the lisp?’ she asked.
‘Thorry.’ He took a long, slow drink from his can. Relax, he told himself. You’ll wreck everything if you don’t act cool about this. Take a deep breath. Talk slowly. ‘It’s not ... something ... I can control.’
There was a long silence. They sipped their drinks.
‘I’m learning to swim,’ Audrey said.
Wolfgang remembered her on the wheelchair ramp, how she’d plunged her head beneath the pool’s blue surface. ‘Are you taking ... lessons?’
‘No. But I’m going to. That’s my New Year’s resolution. What’s yours?’
‘Mine?’ he said, feeling foolish. He had only been trying to make conversation. ‘I’m going to ... discover a new kind of butterfly.’
‘That’s not a resolution,’ Audrey said. ‘It has to be something about yourself that you’re going to change.’
‘Okay. I’m going to change from being someone who hasn’t discovered a new butterfly, to someone who has.’
She laughed. ‘You nong! Is there anything in your life that isn’t about butterflies?’
‘There’s you,’ he said recklessly.
On the other side of the trees, the party goers had begun a countdown. Five, four, three, two, one! There was cheering, a horn blared, distant voices began singing Auld Lang Syne.
‘Happy New Year, Wolfgang,’ Audrey said, her face looming pale against the surrounding darkness.
They bumped noses. He returned her kiss, a clumsy peck on the corner of her mouth.
‘Sorry,’ he said, pulling away.
‘What on earth are you sorry for?’
‘I’m not a very good kisser.’
Why did he say that? Just go with it, you idiot! Wolfgang told himself. She wants it. She wants you!
But he couldn’t. It was wrong. She thought he was older than he was. She thought he was here because of her, not because her father was paying him. Because it was his job.
‘Wow!’ he said. ‘Look at the fireworks!’
Through a gap in the trees, a giant silver and blue chrysanthemum had blossomed across the night sky. The muffled boom followed two seconds later.
‘Are they pretty?’ asked Audrey.
‘Yeah, they’re not bad.’
Her hand found his on the blanket and grasped it. ‘Tell me what they look like.’
Wolfgang couldn’t see most of them – they were hidden by the trees – so he had to work from his memory of other fireworks displays. It felt like lying – it was lying – but he was doing it to protect her feelings. He hadn’t asked her to bring him to this spot that offered no view of the fireworks. He hadn’t asked her to kiss him, nor to hold his hand. Hang out with her, was the job description.
‘I guess we’d better get going soon,’ Wolfgang said as soon as the fireworks had ended.
‘Get going?’ Audrey withdrew her hand. ‘Wolfgang, we’ve only just got here.’
‘Yeah, well, the fireworks are over and it’s kind of late.’
‘It’s New Year!’
He slapped at a mosquito that had come whining around his ear. ‘I’m pretty tired, actually.’
Audrey sighed and sat forward and began rummaging through her backpack. ‘I brought all this booze,’ she said, sounding grumpy.
‘I’m thorry.’
‘Do you have time, at least, for a cigarette?’
He thought of making a joke of it – New Year’s resolution number two: giving up smoking – but Audrey’s tone suggested she was in no mood for jokes. ‘Thanks,’ he said, reluctantly accepting a cigarette.
‘I don’t get it,’ she said. ‘We come all the way here and then you want to go straight back home. Is it because I’m blind?’
If she wasn’t blind, Wolfgang thought, she’d be the one wanting to get away. No sighted girl would ever go out with him. At school they called him Hulk, and not just because of his size. ‘I told you – I’m pooped. I didn’t get much sleep last night, if you want to know the truth.’
‘Too much partying?’ she suggested.
‘No, just the old man.’ Wolfgang blew on the tip of his cigarette, making it glow bright red. ‘He came into my room at about one-thirty in the morning and started going through all my drawers.’
‘That’s bizarre. What was he looking for?’
‘He didn’t say. And then he accused me of stealing part of his butterfly collection.’
‘Did you?’ Audrey asked.
‘Of course not. He gave it to me two years ago.’
Audrey blew an invisible spume of smoke towards the trees. ‘It’s probably rude of me to ask this, Wolfgang, but is there something wrong with your father?’
‘Like, is he losing his marbles? I don’t know. It’s probably just old age.’
‘Old age?’
‘He’s seventy-four.’
‘You’re kidding!’
‘I’m not. Dad’s seventy-four.’
‘But that’s ... My grandparents are younger than that!’ Audrey found his free hand and lightly squeezed it. ‘Are you adopted or something?’
‘Sometimes I wish I was,’ Wolfgang said. He flicked his cigarette into the darkness. ‘My father was married before. He got divorced, then met Mum when he was in his fifties.’
‘Is your mother old too?’
‘She just turned sixty. A regular spring chicken compared to Dad.’
‘That’s amazing,’ Audrey said. ‘Your mother must have been, like, in her forties when she had you.’
‘Forty-four,’ Wolfgang told her, then realised what he’d said. All Audrey had to do was a simple subtraction and she’d realise she was holding hands with a sixteen-year-old.
‘I haven’t seen Campbell for a while,’ he said, to change the subject.
‘Oh my God!’ Audrey struggled to her feet. ‘He’s scared of fireworks. I should have thought. Campbell!’ she yelled.
They spent the next few minutes searching for him, walking back and forth along the edge of the trees calling his name. Soon the people at the party took up the cry, too.
‘Campbell!’
‘Campbell!’
‘Happy New Year, Campbell!’
‘Who the hell’s Campbell?’ someone yelled.
Audrey cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘He’s a dog. A golden labrador. The fireworks scared him off.’
The whole party broke into a frenzy of baying and howling and whistling.
‘They’re drunk,’ Wolfgang said quietly. ‘Of course they’re drunk!’ Audrey snapped at him. ‘It’s New Year.’
As if, Wolfgang thought later, being sober at New Year was some kind of aberration.
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Audrey phoned him shortly after ten the next morning to tell him that Campbell had come home during the night.
‘I hope I didn’t wake you,’ she said apologetically. It wasn’t like Audrey to sound apologetic. ‘I just thought you’d want to know.’
She hadn’t woken him. Wolfgang had been up for several hours. Because he started work at eleven, he’d been to early mass. New Year, like Sundays, was one of those days when all good Catholics were supposed to attend church.
‘I’m glad Campbell’s okay,’ he said, wondering about Audrey: whether or not she was a good Catholic.
‘He said to say hullo to you ... Happy New Year, I mean.’
‘Tell him Happy New Year from me, too.’
‘I will,’ Audrey said. There was a pause. ‘Wolfgang? Can I ask you something?’
‘Sure.’
‘Do you ... ? Why have you been, you know, taking me out and things?’
Ask your father, he thought. ‘You took me out latht night,’ he reminded her. He heard her fiddling with something that made a metallic clinking noise – keys perhaps. It reminded him: he still hadn’t returned the pool master key to Mrs Lonsdale.
‘Yes, I suppose I did,’ Audrey said. ‘But those other times when you came to talk to me? That trip to the zoo?’
He tried to think of a truthful way to answer. ‘I don’t have many friends and I gueth you kind of imprethed me when you found out what that butterfly was.’
‘Oh,’ she said, still fiddling with the keys. Clink, clink, clink. ‘Do you ...?’
He waited. ‘Do I what?’
‘Do you ... like me, Wolfgang?’
‘Of course I like you.’
He heard her softly exhale. She’d stopped fiddling. ‘Because I wouldn’t want to think that you were treating me like a ... like a charity case.’
Charity case. Her words haunted him for the rest of the day. It certainly wasn’t charity. Wolfgang did the maths on the calculator function of the electronic cash register at the ticket window. Every time he took Audrey out, he was earning roughly fifty-seven dollars and fourteen cents.


‘How’s it going with the blind girl?’ Michael Hobson asked him after lunch.
Wolfgang’s eyes were drawn automatically to her spot beneath the peppercorn tree. She hadn’t come to the pool today. He was partly relieved, but another part of him felt disappointed.
‘What are you on about?’
‘You and hippo-girl. I’ve seen you chatting her up.’
‘It’s nothing like that,’ Wolfgang said, blushing. ‘Thhhe left her hat behind the other day and I took it back to her, that’th all.’
Michael grinned. ‘You’re a sly one, Hulk,’ he said, and walked away, shaking his head knowingly.
Wolfgang wondered how many other people had noticed, and whether they had drawn conclusions similar to Michael’s. Mistaken conclusions. He decided to keep away from Audrey when she came to the pool in future, to confine their meetings to after-hours, and preferably to places where they wouldn’t be seen together and recognised. There were only four days left in the ‘contract’ he had with her father. Three, really, because technically he had already spent more than an hour with her today (ending at ten past one in the morning, when they’d said goodbye in the shadows at the bottom of her driveway) and he’d spoken to her on the phone. Already done his fifty-seven dollars and fourteen cents worth.
‘No, you aren’t a charity case, Audrey,’ he could have said to her when she asked. ‘I’m doing it for the money.’
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There was a near-drowning the following day. A middle-aged man – a pilgrim with a heart condition, it would be revealed in Monday’s newspaper – suffered a stroke in the centre of the pool. Paralysed, unable to call for help, he floated face-down, drifting slowly with the slope of the water, for perhaps a minute or more before anyone noticed he was in distress. It was a young woman standing on the crowded lawn area fifteen metres back from the pool who drew attention to his plight.
‘Help her!’ she shrieked, fluttering her pale hands out in front of her like two frantic butterflies. ‘Help her! She’s drowning!’
Mrs Lonsdale was first to react. Wrenching off her shoes, she jumped into the pool fully clothed and threshed out through the gawking swimmers in an untidy but efficient freestyle. She rolled the man onto his back, tilted his mouth clear of the surface, and stood there, chest deep in the sparkling, twitching water, giving him mouth-to-mouth resuscitation until Michael Hobson and Declan arrived. Between them, and with the belated help of one of the swimmers, they carried the unconscious man to the side of the pool and lifted him out onto the wet concrete apron. Mrs Lonsdale and Michael kept up the resuscitation while Declan ran to phone for an ambulance.
Wolfgang, who had watched from his vantage in the office, was secretly ashamed. He’d had a phone at his elbow throughout the crisis, but had not thought to use it.
When the ambulancemen arrived – less than eight minutes after they’d been called – Michael had taken over the resuscitation and Mrs Lonsdale was kneeling beside the patient applying heart massage. They had saved his life.
Michael and Mrs Lonsdale were heroes. They both appeared on the local television news that evening, and on Monday they would be on the front page of the Advertiser.
To Wolfgang’s relief, his failure to summon help went unnoticed. From the beginning of the drama until the patient was carried away on a stretcher, nearly everyone’s attention had been focused on the stricken man and his rescuers. They forgot about the young woman who had first called attention to him. She was left standing on the towel-strewn lawn while the rest of the crowd surged forward for a better view.
When a straw-coloured labrador trotted up behind the young woman (who, unlike most of the others at the pool that hot Saturday afternoon, was fully dressed) and nuzzled her leg, she absently patted its head. She seemed dazed. Her face, mostly obscured by her pink floppy hat, was turned not towards the commotion in front of her, but to a point near the wheelchair ramp at the end of the pool. After perhaps a minute, she gripped the dog by the collar and spoke softly to it. Then, together, Audrey and Campbell turned away from the pool and walked slowly up the slope into the shade of the big peppercorn tree by the fence.
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When he rang Audrey that night, it was Bernadette who picked up the phone. Wolfgang mistook her for her daughter – their voices were similar.
‘Hi, Audrey.’
‘This is her mother. Is that Wolfgang?’
Blood rushed to his face. ‘Yeth, Mrs Babacan. I’m thorry, I thought you were Audrey.’
She laughed. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment. She isn’t home at the moment, I’m afraid.’
‘Um, could I have her mobile number, pleathe.’
‘I can give it to you,’ Bernadette said, ‘but it won’t be much help. She never takes her phone with her.’
He wondered where she was but thought he probably shouldn’t ask. ‘Could you tell her I called, Mrs Babacan?’
‘I certainly will.’ There was a brief pause. ‘Wolfgang, I’m glad you phoned. Are you free next Saturday night?’
‘Um ...’ he said.
‘It’s Audrey’s birthday. We’re having a surprise party for her and we hoped you could come.’
Wolfgang chewed his lower lip. His week as Audrey’s paid friend ended in two days time. Saturday wasn’t part of the deal. ‘I’m not sure, Mrs Babacan. I might be going to Melbourne next weekend.’
‘That’s a shame,’ Bernadette said. There was another pause. ‘Would you mind hanging on for a minute, Wolfgang?’
He heard the phone being put down, followed by a muffled conversation in the background.
‘Hullo, young Herriot!’ Keith boomed in his ear. (Herriot? Wolfgang wondered.) ‘When exactly are you going to Melbourne, hmmm?’
Put on the spot, Wolfgang improvised. ‘Um ... Thaturday morning.’
‘Leaving on Saturday morning,’ Keith muttered softly, apparently talking to himself. ‘I think we can work around that. What are you doing Friday night?’ he asked, his voice back to full strength.
‘I ... um ...’ Wolfgang’s brain seemed frozen. ‘I gueth I don’t have any planth.’
‘Rotary hoe!’ Keith said heartily. ‘We’ll move the party to Friday.’
‘But ... ithn’t her birthday on Thaturday?’
‘What would be the point in throwing a surprise party for Audrey if her boyfriend wasn’t there?’
‘I’m not actually her boyfriend.’
‘I know that.’ Keith lowered his voice again. ‘Just between you and me and the gatepost, son, you’re doing a great job.’
Wolfgang twisted the phone cord around his thumb. ‘Mr Babacan, Keith, I’ve been thinking about what you’ve asked me to do, and I don’t think it’s exactly fair.’
‘Fair? We agreed on four hundred dollars. But if you want –’
‘It isn’t fair on Audrey,’ Wolfgang interrupted.
‘Tell me,’ her father said. ‘Be honest with me, son. Do you like her?’
‘Y-yeth, of course I like –’
‘And do you like money?’
‘It isn’t about the money, Mr Babacan.’
‘Let me put this another way,’ Keith said. ‘Is an extra four hundred and fifty dollars a week over the summer going to be helpful to you when you go back to university?’
Wolfgang heard but barely registered the additional fifty dollars. What stuck in his mind was university. He could tell the truth – that he still went to school – that he was sixteen! – and then even Keith would see the absurdity of Wolfgang being his daughter’s friend, much less her boyfriend.
‘Yes or no?’ Keith prompted him.
‘Well ... yes.’
‘Okay. It’s a done deal,’ said the Furniture King. ‘And as far as it being fair on Audrey, son – in the few days the two of you have been seeing each other, her mother and I have never seen her so happy.’
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Someone had clipped out the article and pinned it to the noticeboard in the staffroom.
‘How does it feel to be a hero, Mrs Lonsdale?’ Wolfgang asked when she came in at lunchtime to make herself a pot of herbal tea.
She laughed. ‘They’re a bit free and easy with their accolades down at the Addy. It used to be you had to do something brave before you were called a hero.’
‘You saved his life.’
‘Brought him back from the other side,’ Mrs Lonsdale said, giving the final two words a theatrical emphasis. ‘I hope he doesn’t sue us.’
Wolfgang turned away from the noticeboard. ‘We’re covered, aren’t we?’
‘Against loss of life, yes.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘But not against loss of eternal life.’
Mrs Lonsdale saw Wolfgang’s uncomprehending look. ‘Have you read the whole article? Apparently our Mr Cooper had a “near-death experience”. Went to heaven and came back again – so he claims. I’m hoping he doesn’t hold us accountable.’
‘For what?’ Wolfgang asked, feeling foolish.
‘For bringing him back from heaven. How could you compensate someone for that?’
While Mrs Lonsdale attended to her tea making, Wolfgang returned to the clipping. According to the article, Mr Cooper had lost consciousness and found himself beside a pond surrounded by fruit trees and flowers and swirling white butterflies. ‘Paradise’, he’d described it. But he was only there for a few moments before he felt himself pulled backwards into the pond. Underwater once more, he travelled down ‘a long dark tunnel with a bright light at the end’. When he emerged into the light, Mr Cooper awoke in an ambulance being rushed to hospital.
Wolfgang read the account a second time. He’d seen a program on TV about near-death experiences. A frowning man with huge eyebrows and a European accent, some kind of shrink, had explained how the human brain hallucinated in the face of death. It was a coping mechanism, the expert said. Images of gardens, angels and the smiling faces of deceased loved ones were common. They calmed the dying person and made the whole experience peaceful, even euphoric.
‘Swirling white butterflies,’ Wolfgang noted, reading Mr Cooper’s version of paradise for a third time. There would be butterflies in his paradise, too.
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When Wolfgang opened his email account that evening, there was a message from Dr Karalis.
Greetings Wolfgang,
Apologies for my tardy response. This place was closed down over the festive season.
Always good to hear from you. Unfortunately your attachment won’t open. If you like resend in another format.
Seasons greetings etc
Jonathan Karalis


Wolfgang re-read the message slowly, a sense of disappointment dampening his accelerated heartbeat. It was hardly the response he had been anticipating for the past fortnight. Okay, so the attachment wouldn’t open. But for Dr Karalis to suggest he resend it if he liked suggested he wasn’t interested. Didn’t he take Wolfgang seriously?
‘I’m not just some amateur!’ Wolfgang muttered to his computer screen.
He lifted the lid off the cigar box, exposing the battered black wing lying on its bed of cotton wool.
It didn’t look like much, but to a lepidopterist it was possibly the discovery of a lifetime.
Doctor Karalis will be sucking up to me! Wolfgang thought, as he carried the box over to his computer scanner.
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Audrey’s father must really love her, Wolfgang thought. Moving her birthday party from Saturday to Friday night, just so her ‘boyfriend’ could be there. And upping the payment from four hundred dollars a week to four hundred and fifty. Ignoring the protests of his guilty conscience, Wolfgang had agreed to another week.
‘But I’m not giving up my job at the pool,’ he’d insisted.
‘Not a problem,’ Keith said. ‘In fact, it’s in the evenings that I’d most like you to keep her company.’
That complicated matters. What could a blind person do in the evenings? Movies were out. Ten pin bowling was out. Wolfgang was under-age, so they couldn’t go to a bar or a club.
On Tuesday while he was at the pool he had an idea.
‘Audrey, remember your New Year’s resolution?’ he asked her on the phone that evening.
‘Yeah. I was going to take swimming lessons.’
‘Were you serious?’
She hesitated. ‘I guess I was.’
‘Good,’ said Wolfgang, pulling his key ring from his pocket and toying with the fluorescent-orange master key. ‘Tonight I’m giving you your first lesson.’


Audrey answered the door-chime. She was wearing a long-sleeved top that looked black in the muted lighting and navy-blue tracksuit trousers. Her feet were bare. ‘You’re right on time,’ she said.
‘Have you got your bathers?’
‘Under my clothes.’ She narrowly missed him with the security door as she pushed it open. ‘Come in for a minute.’
Wolfgang squeezed past her, along with one or two moths that had been circling the outside light. ‘How did you know it was me?’
‘Nobody else we know wears that much deodorant.’
She was supposed to like it. ‘Hi Campbell,’ he said as the dog came trotting down the passage. ‘Am I allowed to pat him?’
‘Yeah, it’s okay when he’s not in his harness.’
‘Audrey?’ her father’s voice came from inside the house. ‘Is that Wolfgang?’
‘Yes,’ she called back. She lowered her voice. ‘My parents wanted to see you before we go. They think we’re off to Brahms in the Park.’
Brahms in the Park. They could do that one night next week, Wolfgang thought. You didn’t need eyesight to enjoy an orchestra. Audrey led him through to the lounge room, where her parents sat watching a crime show. Keith muted the television.
‘Would you like a beer, son?’
‘I’m right, thanks. Hi, Mrs Babacan.’
‘Hullo, Wolfgang. It’s good to see you.’
For a few awkward moments, nobody spoke.
‘I’ll get my things,’ Audrey said. She smiled in approximately Wolfgang’s direction, then shuffled out of the room with Campbell at her heels.
‘It’s lovely to see her so happy,’ Bernadette said quietly.
Keith caught Wolfgang’s eye and gave him the Furniture King wink.


Audrey held his arm as Wolfgang led her down the orange-lit driveway. They had left Campbell whimpering at the front door.
‘Dad thinks you’re the best thing since sliced bread.’
‘He’s obviously got good taste.’
She gave his arm a squeeze. ‘So have I.’
You wouldn’t say that if you could see me, Wolfgang thought. Or if you knew I was on your father’s payroll.
‘Did you bring the key?’ Audrey asked.
‘Of course.’
‘Where is it?’
‘In my pocket. Hey!’ he cried.
She had let go of his arm and burrowed her hand into his pocket. ‘What if we get caught?’ she asked, fingering his key ring.
‘We won’t get caught.’
They passed beneath a street light, dangling its cloud of swirling insects. Audrey had put on a pair of black sneakers to match her dark top and trousers.
‘The clothes are good,’ Wolfgang said as they turned the corner into Federation Avenue. ‘You’re nearly invisible.’
‘Welcome to my world.’
Audrey stopped and took out her cigarettes and lighter. ‘Smoke?’
Wolfgang accepted one, lit it and took a shallow puff. He would have to be careful – if he spent too much time with Audrey he might wind up being a smoker. ‘Audrey, how did you know that man was drowning?’
‘What man?’
‘The one at the pool on Saturday.’
‘I heard about that,’ she said, exhaling loudly. ‘It’s embarrassing – I must have been asleep when it happened. I didn’t know anything about it till I got home and we heard it on WIN News.’
Wolfgang drew in too deeply and nearly choked. ‘You were the one who noticed him,’ he said.
‘What are you talking about?’
‘You came halfway down the lawn and sort of pointed at him and shouted that he was drowning.’
Audrey came to an abrupt stop. Her hand slipped from his arm. ‘Wolfgang, I’m blind. How on earth would I know someone was drowning?’
They were standing beneath a tree, halfway between two street lights. All he could see of her was the glowing tip of her cigarette. ‘That’s what I’m asking you,’ he said. ‘How did you know?’
‘I didn’t know.’
‘You pointed at him and shouted that he was drowning. I saw you, I heard you. Actually, you didn’t say you saw him, you said she was drowning.’
‘I called him she?’ Audrey whispered.
‘“Help her”,’ you said. ‘“She’s drowning”.’
Audrey dropped her cigarette and attempted to stamp it out, but it rolled to one side, trailing tiny sparks across the footpath. ‘Take me home.’
‘But ... the pool,’ Wolfgang stammered. ‘Aren’t we going swimming?’
‘I’ve got a migraine.’
He crushed out Audrey’s cigarette and then his own. Hadn’t Keith warned him about the fickleness of the Babacan women? ‘Let’s go then,’ he said dully, offering Audrey his arm.
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‘Goodnight,’ Audrey whispered. ‘I’ll find my own way inside.’
Wolfgang stood at the top of the driveway, watching her feel her way with her sneakered feet up the six white steps to her front door. He waited until the door had closed behind her, then angrily kicked a spray of gravel at the stairs. What was that all about? Not for a moment did he believe Audrey had a migraine.
Wolfgang had chained his bike to a wrought-iron bench next to the fish pond – a mistake, he realised now that it was fully dark, because a large weeping maple grew between it and the nearest gaslight. He had to work the four-tumbler combination lock by feel alone. I’d make a useless blind person, he thought as he fumbled to decipher the tiny moulded numbers with his fingertips. It took him several minutes to open the lock. He was about to wheel his bike onto the driveway when the Babacans’ front door clicked open and a shadowy figure slipped out. It was Audrey. This time she had Campbell with her. Closing the door softly behind her, she came down the stairs. Wolfgang stood in the shadows, hardly daring to breathe, not moving a muscle. She thought he’d gone home. She’d faked the migraine to get rid of him, now she was going out again.
What on earth was she up to?
Audrey and Campbell passed within three metres of Wolfgang’s frozen figure. The dog looked at him but kept going. When they were nearly at the gate, Audrey made Campbell sit, then she felt her way into a garden bed and stooped down. Her back was to Wolfgang; he couldn’t see what she was doing. After a short time she straightened, turned and shuffled back to the driveway, where Campbell sat patiently waiting. She was holding a bunch of flowers.
Wolfgang waited until they had disappeared out the gate then followed, wheeling his bike along the grass beside the driveway to avoid being heard. When he reached the street they were forty metres down the footpath, passing beneath a streetlight.
Where are you going, Audrey? Wolfgang wondered.
He followed her quietly, keeping well back and staying in the shadows wherever he could. There was no danger of Audrey seeing him, of course, but he felt furtive and self-conscious. Guilty. Whatever she was up to, she didn’t want him to know about it.
Once Audrey stopped and stood still for half a minute, her head inclined to one side as if she was listening. Finally she spoke to Campbell and moved on. Wolfgang wondered if she’d heard the quiet click of his bicycle’s rear axle. He let her get another half block ahead before he started after her again. Fifteen minutes later he realised where she was going. The cemetery. It explained the flowers, but not who they were for.
Wolfgang lost her a short distance inside the cemetery gates. It was too dark; he could no longer see Audrey or her dog. He couldn’t see anything. His skin prickled. He wasn’t superstitious and didn’t believe in ghosts, but it felt creepy to be on his own in a pitch-black cemetery. Wolfgang turned round and made his way back out onto the street. He leaned his bike against the wall and sat down under a streetlight. He would wait for her. When she came out he would confront her. He’d ask her why she’d lied to him about having a headache. Why she’d changed her mind about going to the pool. Why she’d taken flowers to the cemetery in the middle of the night.
But she didn’t come out. Wolfgang waited two hours. Finally, shortly after midnight, frustrated, angry and mosquito-bitten, he gave up and rode home through the dark deserted streets.
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‘Jonathan Karalis,’ said the voice on the phone.
Wolfgang looked out across the crowded pool, at the empty spot beneath the peppercorn tree. ‘Doctor Karalis?’ he asked.
‘I received your email yesterday.’
‘Did it come through okay? Did the attachment open?’
‘I’m looking at it now,’ said the scientist.
And? Wolfgang thought. He felt his heart pounding. ‘Ith it a new spethieth?’
‘It’s ... difficult to say. This is all you have? There’s no hind wing?’
‘No. Just the one forewing.’
‘And not in very good condition,’ the scientist said gruffly, as if it were somehow Wolfgang’s fault. ‘Where did you say you found it, again?’
‘On the radiator of Dad’s car.’
‘So it could have come from anywhere.’
‘No. My dad’s really old. He hardly ever drives out of town.’
There was a short pause. ‘Where exactly are you?’
‘New Lourdes,’ Wolfgang said.
‘Lovely place,’ said Dr Karalis. ‘They have that extraordinary swimming pool with the slanting water.’
Wolfgang’s eyes were drawn once again to Audrey’s vacant spot near the fence. ‘That’s where I am at the moment.’
‘You work at the famous New Lourdes Pool?’ said the scientist, sounding animated for the first time in their conversation. ‘Your father gave me your work number, but he didn’t mention you had such a glamorous job.’
It was surprising the old man even remembered I have a job, Wolfgang thought. ‘Doctor, have you ever seen a butterfly like it?’
‘It’s difficult to say without seeing the real thing,’ Dr Karalis said. ‘Would you be able to send it to me?’


Wolfgang rode home during his lunchbreak. He was very excited. Dr Karalis had been guarded in giving his opinion about the wing, but the fact that he had phoned and asked to have it sent to him suggested he didn’t know what it was. And if Dr Karalis didn’t know, nobody would.


It was gone. Wolfgang stood at his desk, staring into the open drawer. Everything else was in its place, just the cigar box was missing.
Dad, he thought.
‘Cigars?’ Leo said, shading his eyes with the secateurs. Wolfgang had found him in the garden, hacking at one of the rose bushes. ‘You know I don’t smoke.’
‘Cigar box, Dad. You took it from my room.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘It was a little wooden box with a hinged lid,’ Wolfgang said, finding it difficult to keep his anger in check. ‘You gave it to me yourself.’
His father lowered the secateurs. There were red smears of blood on the backs of both of his papery-skinned hands. ‘I know the one you mean. Are you sure it’s missing?’
‘Yes. It was in my desk this morning.’
‘Ask your mother when she gets home,’ Leo said. ‘She might have moved it.’
‘Where is Mum?’
‘Bowling. Today’s Wednesday – Ladies’ Day.’
Wolfgang sighed. It was incredible how his father remembered some things and not others. ‘Dad, you should be wearing gloves.’
Leaving the old man in the garden, Wolfgang did a quick search of his parents’ bedroom, but there was no sign of the cigar box.
Damn you, Dad! he thought angrily as he rode back to the pool without having eaten any lunch. If you’ve lost it, I’ll wring your scrawny neck!
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Wolfgang and his mother searched for the cigar box while Leo sat in the lounge watching the evening news. Sylvia found it almost immediately – on a dusty bookshelf in the spare room that was formerly Leo’s study.
‘I remember this is where he used to keep it,’ she explained, opening the lid. ‘Oh dear.’
‘What’s the matter?’
‘There’s nothing in here.’
Wolfgang took the empty box and swore softly.
‘Wolfgang!’ his mother said. She and his father came from a time when apparently nobody swore.
‘I’m sorry. But if he’s done something with it ...’
‘Let’s see now,’ said Sylvia, turning slowly around, tapping her lower teeth with one finger as she surveyed the room. She lifted the small metal rubbish bin out from under the desk. ‘Bingo!’ she said.
The black wing lay on the newspaper lining in the bottom of the rubbish bin, the rectangle of cotton wool partially covering it.
‘Here, let me,’ said Wolfgang. Holding the cotton wool, he carefully tilted the bin until the wing flipped onto it. It seemed undamaged. His heart thumped in relief. ‘He’s getting worse, Mum.’
‘I know. He pruned all the roses today, and it’s the middle of summer.’ Sylvia gave Wolfgang an encouraging smile. ‘Never mind, dear, at least your butterfly’s all right to send to the museum.’
Wolfgang had told her about Dr Karalis’s call. But his exhilaration had been tempered by the events of the afternoon.
‘It isn’t fair what’s happening to Dad.’
‘I know. But there’s a reason for everything.’
‘That’s ridiculous, Mum,’ Wolfgang snapped. ‘What’s the sense in losing your mind?’
‘He isn’t losing his mind, just his memory.’
‘And you think that’s fair?’
‘I didn’t say it was fair, I just said there was a reason for it.’
‘You mean it’s God’s will?’
‘No, I don’t think we should blame God,’ his mother said.
‘Who then?’ Wolfgang demanded. ‘Who can I blame for thith?’ he asked, pointing to his crooked upper lip.
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Wolfgang packed the wing in a CD mailer and took it to the post office. He paid extra to send it registered mail, then hesitated when filling out the slip. Value of goods: $10, he wrote. Even though it was registered, Wolfgang felt insecure as he watched the counter attendant push the slim package containing the precious black wing down a chute in the wall.
I should have written Priceless, he thought.
It was his day off from the pool. His life off from his other job. He wasn’t having anything more to do with Audrey after the way she behaved the other night. She was too weird. Lying about her headache, then sneaking off to the cemetery and staying there past midnight. What was she, a vampire or something? Her father could have his four hundred dollars back. It had never felt right accepting the money anyway. Mr Keith ‘Furniture King’ Babacan would just have to learn that some things could not be bought at any price, and a boyfriend for his daughter was one of them.
The day was sunny, not too hot, and windless. Wolfgang persuaded his mother to drive him to Milkmaid Flat, halfway out the Maryborough road, and drop him off. He had only been there twice before, both times with his father back when his father still collected butterflies (and still had a mind). There was a swamp, dry at this time of year, and several hectares of scrubby grassland ringed by wattles, ironbarks and yellow-flowering gum trees – good butterfly country.
His mother left him at the roadside and promised to be back at four o’clock. As well as his collecting bag and the big bamboo-handled net that had been his father’s, Wolfgang had brought two traps. He baited them with strips of cloth impregnated with his special formula and left one of them at the edge of the trees. He put the other one among the pampas grass in the centre of the dry swamp. Then he went off with his net.
He’d brought sandwiches and an apple, which he ate sitting in the shade of a grey box eucalypt shortly after midday. As he chewed, he found himself thinking about Audrey, wondering if she was back at the pool today. He pictured her lying under the big peppercorn tree with her hat over her face. Hippo-girl. No wonder she was overweight – all she did was lie there all day listening to music. Why did she even bother going to the pool?
It became quite hot in the afternoon. By three-fifteen Wolfgang had had enough for the day. Despite the promising weather, he had not caught anything of interest – a few little blues, a grass yellow, a well-travelled monarch – all of which he released. There was an admiral in one of the traps, but like the monarch it was not in good condition. Wolfgang expanded the funnel leading into the large, wire-framed box with its translucent skin of mosquito-netting and flushed the insect out.
‘Hope you don’t get a hangover,’ he said, watching the admiral fly jerkily off through the reeds.


His mother was twenty minutes late.
‘Sorry, dear,’ she said. ‘Dad had to go to the doctor and we waited nearly an hour to get in.’
‘Is he okay?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Nothing too serious. One of those rose thorns yesterday left its tip in his thumb.’
‘I told him he should be wearing gloves.’
Sylvia sighed and ran her fingers along the inside of the steering wheel. ‘You know your father. Stubborn.’
Senile, Wolfgang thought.
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It wasn’t until after dinner, while they sat waiting for the news, that Wolfgang’s father told him someone had phoned him.
‘When?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Today sometime. This afternoon, I think.’ Leo stared hard at the television. ‘You weren’t here.’
‘Who was it?’
The old man stretched one of his rubbery ear lobes. ‘I can’t recall, exactly,’ he said, frowning. Then his face brightened. ‘Maybe I wrote it down.’
Wolfgang went to check the message pad. Two words were scrawled on it in his father’s spidery handwriting.
‘What’s a comma girl?’ he asked, returning with the pad.
‘I wouldn’t have a clue.’
‘Dad, you wrote it!’ Wolfgang said, frustrated.
‘Let me see that,’ said Leo. ‘Ah, coma girl. Her father rang.’
‘Whose father?’
‘You know.’ Leo gestured towards the television. ‘The furniture man.’
‘You don’t mean Keith Babacan?’ asked Wolfgang.
‘There was a phone call from him.’
‘For me?’ Wolfgang said, even though he knew it must have been for him. He certainly wasn’t going to ring back. ‘What’s this coma girl thing?’
‘His daughter. She was the one who was in a coma.’
‘Audrey Babacan’s in a coma?’
Leo dragged his eyes from the television. ‘That’s her name, yes. Audrey Babacan.’
Wolfgang’s heart bounded. ‘Has there been an accident? Has something happened to Audrey?’
‘She nearly drowned.’
‘Oh my God!’
‘But she woke up after twenty months,’ Leo said calmly.
What? ‘Dad, I saw her two days ago.’
‘Yes, she still lives in town. I’ve had to treat her dog once or twice.’
Wolfgang took a deep breath. ‘So this accident – when she nearly drowned – it happened quite a while ago?’
‘Ten or fifteen years,’ his father said. ‘She woke up the day you were born.’
Wolfgang found his mother on the back patio watering her pot plants. ‘Mum, is it true,’ he asked, ‘that Audrey Babacan – the daughter of Keith Babacan, the Furniture King – was in a coma or something years ago?’
Sylvia turned the hose-nozzle to a fine spray and moved to one of her ferns. ‘It was so tragic,’ she said, feathering the spray back and forth. ‘She was only a toddler when it happened. Everyone thought she’d die but she held on for nearly two years. And then, snap, one morning she just woke up.’
‘On the day I was born?’ Wolfgang said.
‘That’s right.’ His mother nodded. ‘I remember all the fuss – the nurses all talking about it. It wasn’t until the next day that we heard she’d lost her sight.’
Wolfgang thought about returning Keith’s call. He was not looking forward to telling him their deal was off. Keith wouldn’t take it well. And with good reason. They had moved Audrey’s surprise birthday party to tomorrow night just so Wolfgang could be there; but now he wasn’t going. Wolfgang wanted nothing more to do with the Babacans, father or daughter. He went to bed that night without having made the call. It took him a long time to get to sleep, and when he finally drifted off he dreamed he was in a coma.
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Audrey paused outside the ticket window.
‘Good morning,’ she said brightly.
Wolfgang had been hoping she wouldn’t speak. Normally she held up her season pass and walked straight through.
‘Hi,’ he said.
‘Oh, it is you.’ She broke into a smile. ‘You weren’t here yesterday.’
He looked at her closely. Something was different about her. Something had changed but he was not sure what. ‘It was my day off.’
Audrey hesitated, fiddling with her pass. ‘Are there people waiting, Wolfgang?’
‘No.’
‘I just wanted to say something – to apologise, actually, for the other night.’
‘You had a headache.’
‘Yeah, well,’ Audrey said, a tide of pink moving slowly up her neck. ‘I wasn’t nice to you and I’m sorry.’
You say sorry a lot. ‘It’s okay. Forget it.’
‘Can we do something tonight?’
She still didn’t know about her party – the surprise party that he wasn’t going to. ‘I’ve got something else on, actually.’
‘Tomorrow night, then?’ Audrey asked.
Wolfgang could see Michael watching them from the side of the pool. He took a deep breath. ‘Audrey, I don’t think we should do this any more.’
‘Do what?’ she asked in a small, scared voice.
‘See each other.’
‘Oh.’ Her face muscles worked. ‘Is it because of the other night?’
‘No,’ he said. ‘Well, yes. It’s about that and everything else. It just isn’t working.’
‘I thought it was,’ Audrey whispered.
‘It isn’t. At least not for me.’ Wolfgang took another big breath. He felt terrible. ‘I’m really sorry, Audrey.’
She turned to her dog. ‘Come on, Campbell, let’s get out of here.’
Rather than going in through the wheelchair gate, Audrey pulled Campbell around and hurried back out the way they had come.
It was only after she had gone that Wolfgang realised what was different about her. Audrey had been wearing lipstick.
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After work Wolfgang rode to the public library. With the help of one of the librarians, he found the edition of the Advertiser published the day after he was born. On page three there was a large photo of a much younger Keith and Bernadette Babacan crowded one on either side of a doll-like child lying prone in a hospital bed. Despite its large headline, the accompanying article was brief.


Coma Girl Wakes


A young Loddon Springs couple is rejoicing after their daughter emerged from a twenty-two month coma at the Royal Children’s Hospital in Melbourne yesterday.
Audrey Babacan (3) slipped into the coma after she nearly drowned in the Loddon Springs Pool on 22 February 1990.
Her parents and elder sister drove to Melbourne last night to be reunited with Audrey.
A hospital spokesperson described Audrey’s awakening as unexpected. ‘Comas are still a mystery to medical science,’ she said. ‘Victims can remain comatose for as long as thirty years and some never regain consciousness.’
‘We never gave up hope,’ said Keith Babacan, father of the coma girl.
Audrey’s mother, Bernadette, said the family and friends had prayed every day for her recovery.
Audrey, who was 13 months old at the time of the accident, is to remain in hospital for several days while tests are carried out.


There was no mention of her blindness, nor were there any details of her near-drowning. Wolfgang searched through the 1990 issues of the Advertiser until he came to the 22 February edition. There was nothing about Audrey’s accident. Surely it would rate a mention, he thought.
‘Stupid!’ he muttered aloud, clapping himself on the forehead and attracting censorious looks from two grey-haired women poring over a yellowed newspaper at a nearby table. If the accident happened on 22 February, it would be reported the following day!
He found it on page six, a brief account titled ‘Toddler nearly drowns’. There was not much detail, just a few centimetres of column space reporting how Audrey, thirteen months old, had fallen into the pool and been rescued by her father. She had been taken to hospital by ambulance, where she was ‘recovering’. The reporter seemed more interested in the pool than in Audrey, and the final paragraph referred the reader back to the cover story. Wolfgang turned to the cover.
‘POOL DEFIES GRAVITY!’ screamed the huge headline. Below was a photograph of the pool cordoned off with what looked like crime-scene tape. Three men in suits stood inside the tape peering down at the sloping water with bemused expressions on their faces.
A smaller photo showed a close-up of the pool edge, with a spirit level being held just above the waterline to demonstrate its deviation from the horizontal.
The article, as the headline and photographs suggested, was all about the pool’s famous sloping water.
So this was when it started. Wolfgang recalled seeing the pictures before, perhaps in primary school, and he had known that the historical event happened in February 1990, but to see the original newspaper reportage brought it alive. It was like being there, being part of history.
The pool had been sloping all Wolfgang’s life. Like most of his friends, he’d grown up with it and took it for granted.
There were a number of theories: a seismic shift directly below the pool had warped a tiny area of the earth’s magnetic field that acted, for reasons unknown, only on water; the natural spring which fed the pool, and after which the town had taken its original name, had once been a powerful Aboriginal sacred site; it was the work of angels.
Wolfgang had considered all the theories but he didn’t know what to believe. All he knew was this: one day the pool had been level like any other body of water, the next day it was sloping.
No wonder they made such a fuss about it when the extraordinary phenomenon first occurred back in February 1990. No wonder the Advertiser had devoted three whole pages to it, including a full-column editorial.
No wonder a tiny story about a toddler nearly drowning was pushed back to page six, where it was almost lost beneath an article about a proposed set of traffic lights at the bottom of Acacia Street. Her awakening nearly two years later was more newsworthy – it made page three. Wolfgang spent another half hour in the library scouring old editions of the Advertiser from cover to cover but found no further mention of Audrey. Once she woke up – once she ceased being ‘the coma girl’ – the town seemed to have forgotten about her.
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‘Wolfgang. Wolfgang.’ His mother stood over his bed, silhouetted against the light from the passage. ‘There’s a phone call for you.’
Wolfgang squinted bleary-eyed at the glowing green display on his clock radio: 4:55 a.m. ‘What’s going on?’
‘It’s Mr Babacan. He says it’s important.’
Bummer! Wolfgang pushed back the covers and sat up. He had stayed on the Internet all evening, just to keep the phone line busy so they couldn’t call and ask why he wasn’t at Audrey’s party. By eleven-thirty, when finally he’d gone to bed two hours after his parents, he had assumed the threat was over. Obviously not.
Keith came straight to the point. ‘Wolfgang, do you know where Audrey is?’
‘N-no,’ he said. ‘I’m thorry I didn’t come to her –’
‘Never mind about that,’ Keith cut him off. ‘I’m looking for Audrey. We thought she might have been with you.’
‘I haven’t theen her thince yesterday morning.’
Keith sighed. ‘Okay. I’m sorry I woke you.’
‘Wait! When did you last see her, Mr Babacan?’
‘Last night. She went out at about six. Normally she never goes out that early – that’s why we thought she might be with you.’
‘I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning,’ Wolfgang repeated. He looked out the window at the end of the passageway. There was a pale bruising of dawn at the bottom of the star-speckled sky. ‘But I think I know somewhere you could look.’


Keith parked the Mercedes outside the wrought-iron fence.
‘Why the cemetery?’ asked Audrey’s sister Martine, who had driven up from Geelong the previous afternoon.
Wolfgang opened his door and stepped out into the grey dawn. ‘I don’t know. She brought me here on New Year’s Eve. It was like she knows her way around.’
‘My crazy sister.’
‘Martine!’ her mother said reprovingly.
Keith caught Wolfgang’s eye across the car’s roof. ‘We appreciate your help, son.’
None of them had mentioned the party, nor the fact that Wolfgang hadn’t been there. Without Audrey, of course, there wouldn’t have been a party, regardless of whether he was there or not. It made him feel less responsible. Less guilty. But he was still guilty about Audrey. About yesterday. The lipstick had been for him.
He led her family up the wide gravel path between the headstones. The cemetery seemed smaller in the spreading light of the new day than it had the last time he’d been here. Even the headstones seemed smaller. It was chilly. Wolfgang wished he had thought to wear more than just a T-shirt and shorts. Keith had on a fawn windcheater and grey tracksuit trousers. His wife wore a blue cardigan over a fancy-looking black dress that came nearly to her ankles and looked incongruous with her sneakers. Martine, who had Audrey’s colouring but finer features and a slim, almost boyish build, wore low-cut jeans below a short yellow and green striped top that left her pale midriff bare. She seemed slightly drunk. Wolfgang had the impression that all three of them had been up all night.
They saw Campbell first. The dog sat up and wagged its tail as they walked down the long grassy slope. Audrey lay in roughly the same spot where she and Wolfgang had spread their blanket on New Year’s Eve. As they approached – Bernadette hurrying ahead – Wolfgang saw half a dozen orange flowers scattered across the grass beside her.
‘Audrey!’ cried her mother, kneeling and attempting to gather Audrey in her arms. ‘Darling, are you all right?’
Audrey stiffened as she came awake. She struggled free of her mother’s clumsy embrace and sat up, her right hand reaching automatically for Campbell.
‘Mum?’ she said, frowning. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘We could ask you the same thing, young lady,’ said her father.
Martine nudged past and squatted in front of her sister. ‘Hi Auds. Happy birthday.’
‘Marty! Hey, what’s going on?’
‘I come all the way up here for your birthday party and you shoot through.’
Audrey let go of Campbell and brushed her fingertips through the grass, finding one of the flower stems. ‘What time is it?’
‘It’s morning,’ her mother said. ‘Darling, we’ve been worried sick.’
Bernadette reached for her daughter again and this time Audrey allowed herself to be held. Martine took one of Audrey’s hands – the one without the flower – and with the other she lightly touched her sister’s cheek.
‘You gave us quite a scare, Auds.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Audrey murmured into the folds of her mother’s cardigan. She began quietly sobbing.
‘It’s okay, baby. You’re safe now,’ Bernadette said.
Keith knelt next to his wife and two daughters and began stroking Audrey’s tangled red hair. For once he seemed lost for words. Wolfgang, standing a few paces away, felt like an intruder. He had no connection with these four people, no place in their lives. What had he been thinking when he’d accepted Keith’s money?
‘It isn’t fair,’ Audrey whimpered.
‘What isn’t fair, baby?’ her mother asked.
‘Being blind! No one likes me because I’m blind.’
‘Don’t be silly, darling. We love you very much.’
‘Not you, Mum. Other people.’ Audrey’s voice became small and plaintive. ‘I’m never going to have a boyfriend.’
Bernadette brushed Audrey’s hair back and kissed her forehead. ‘What are you talking about, darling? Wolfgang’s right here.’
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Wolfgang’s father met him in the hallway as he slipped quietly in through the front door. Even though it was only six-fifteen in the morning, Leo was already wearing his suit. He held the teapot, a grey worm of steam rising from its spout.
‘Whose car was that?’
‘Keith Babacan’s.’
‘He phoned you.’
‘I know that, Dad. That’s where I’ve been.’
Leo made a jerky gesture with the teapot, sprinkling a trail of steaming water drops across the polished wooden floor. ‘Would you like a cup of tea, Edward?’
Wrong son, Dad, Wolfgang thought. ‘No thanks,’ he said. All he wanted was to go back to bed.
‘I got your butterfly,’ Leo said.
‘What butterfly?’
‘The black one.’
‘I know you did. Luckily Mum found what you’d done with it.’
‘But your mother isn’t even up yet,’ said Leo.
Wolfgang sighed. It was like talking to a child. ‘I’m going back to bed.’
‘Sleep well,’ his father said amiably, then wandered off down the passage carrying the steaming teapot.
Wolfgang sat on the bed and dragged his sneakers off without untying the laces. Silly old fart, he thought. He stood to remove his T-shirt and draped it over the bed end. Something caught his eye.
What was his setting-board doing in the middle of the desk?
‘Damn you, Dad!’ he muttered. ‘Have you been going through my stuff again?’
Approaching the desk, Wolfgang drew in a quick involuntary breath. Neatly pinned to the cork, its four wings perfectly aligned and set beneath two rectangles of semi-transparent kitchen paper held flat by entomological pins, was a large black butterfly.
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Leo led him into the spare room. ‘It was in there,’ he said, pointing.
One of Wolfgang’s traps lay up-ended on the dusty work table.
‘Where did you have it?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Have what?’
‘The trap.’
‘It was in the shed where you left it.’
‘Dad, I didn’t catch the butterfly,’ Wolfgang said, ‘you did! This is a different butterfly!’
‘It was in the trap.’
‘I know that. But where was the trap?’
‘In. The. Shed,’ Leo said loudly, an edge of anger in his voice. ‘Are you deaf, boy? The trap was in the shed, the butterfly was in the trap. Is that too hard for you to understand? I’m surprised, frankly, that you left it in there – it might have damaged itself.’
Wolfgang stared into his father’s watery brown eyes. ‘When did you find it, Dad?’
‘Yesterday, I think.’ Leo tugged on one ear for a moment. He nodded. ‘Yes, it was yesterday morning, just after you went off to work.’
Was it possible? Wolfgang wondered as he made his way barefoot along the brick-paved pathway to the garage. Could he have caught the butterfly himself on Thursday and not noticed it in the trap? If it had been sitting in the corner of the wire frame beneath the fold of the funnel, it might have been difficult to see. It was black, after all, not the most eye-catching of colours.
Wolfgang lifted the roller door and let himself into the garage. What his family referred to as the shed was actually an extension of the garage, little more than a storeroom at the back. Wolfgang kept his traps and his father’s old long-handled nets there. Entry was by way of a creaky iron door opening from the rear of the garage. There was an outer door too, but that was never used – Wolfgang was not even sure if there was a key. He tugged the interior door open and switched on the light. Everything appeared to be just as he’d left it on Thursday, except for the absence of his second trap. Wolfgang brushed away a European wasp buzzing around his head. What had his father been doing in here anyway? Wolfgang was about to turn and leave when he noticed a flash of colour inside the remaining trap. What on earth? He crouched and lifted the trap gently onto its end. There was a butterfly inside it – a faded and very battered common brown.
Wolfgang carried the trap outside and set the butterfly free. It fluttered away, brown and yellow in the slanting fingers of sunlight that poked through the grevilleas growing beside the driveway. It was possible that he might have overlooked one butterfly in his traps on Thursday evening, but two?
Dad, thought Wolfgang, what have you been up to?
He returned the trap to the shed and removed the baited cloth. Normally he did this when he returned from a collecting trip, but on Thursday he’d forgotten. Careless. Then something occurred to him: perhaps his father had used fresh baits. The coarse-weave cloth was still slightly sticky. He sniffed it. The alcohol had long since evaporated, but he could still smell the apricot jam he’d been using lately. Not his father’s work then – the old man had always sworn by honey.
The wasp was back, circling Wolfgang’s head. It could smell the jam, too. Wolfgang stood and batted the insect away. He wasn’t fond of wasps, but they didn’t scare him as they did some people. There were two wasps, he realised. One was still circling, the other crawled along the top edge of one of the partially open louvres in the small window above him. No, there were three! A third yellow and black wasp had just landed on the trap.
How were they getting in?
Wolfgang pulled on the stiff, cob-webby window lever until he could see between the frosted panes of glass. Aha! A section of the flywire had pulled out of its frame, leaving a triangular hole roughly the size of his hand. Another common brown – this one in better condition than the one he had just released – hovered just outside the opening.
So the old man had been right. Wolfgang had caught the black butterfly.
It had flown in through the window and found its way into the trap he’d carelessly left baited.
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Audrey phoned later and invited Wolfgang to her birthday party.
‘I thought it was last night,’ he said.
‘It was supposed to be last night, only I wasn’t there,’ said Audrey. ‘Will you come?’
‘If you want me to.’
‘I wouldn’t be inviting you if I didn’t want you to.’
‘I’ll be there,’ Wolfgang said. He played with the telephone cord. They hadn’t had a chance to talk at the cemetery that morning. ‘Audrey, I’m sorry about yesterday.’
‘That’s okay. I’m sorry about the other night.’
‘It wasn’t your fault. You got a headache.’
‘I didn’t have a headache,’ Audrey said in a small, guilty voice. ‘I got scared.’
‘Scared?’ he said. ‘Of what?’
‘Of the pool.’
‘But you go there almost every day.’
‘I don’t go in the pool,’ Audrey said.
Wolfgang remembered the day she’d walked down the ramp and put her face under the water, and how disappointed she’d been when her sight wasn’t restored. ‘I think your dad’s right,’ he said. ‘That whole Marceline Flavel thing was a put-up job. They probably arranged it to con people into coming here – you know, to get more tourists. There’s nothing miraculous about the pool.’
‘The water slopes, doesn’t it?’
‘Apart from that. Father Nguyen more or less admitted there are no such thing as angels.’
Audrey was silent.
‘Are you still there?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Well, um ... What time’s the party?’
‘Around seven, seven-thirty. It’ll be mostly rellies, but they’re a pretty friendly bunch.’ There was a short pause. ‘Wolfgang,’ Audrey said softly, ‘do you believe we have other lives?’
‘Reincarnation, you mean?’
He heard her sigh. ‘I don’t really know what I mean. See you tonight, okay?’
‘Okay.’
‘You will come, won’t you?’ she added quickly. ‘You don’t think I’m too crazy or anything?’
‘I don’t think you’re crazy, Audrey.’
It was only after he had put the phone down that Wolfgang remembered he had told her parents he was going to Melbourne that day. Well, he had changed his plans. Perhaps he could say that the early morning trip to the cemetery had resulted in him missing his ride to Melbourne. No. He had told enough lies already. If they asked – and he didn’t think they would – Wolfgang would simply say that Audrey had invited him to her party and he hadn’t been able to refuse. And this time he wouldn’t be telling them a lie.
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It wasn’t really a party, it was more a family gathering. Audrey’s nan and pa were there, as were an aunt and uncle from Ballarat with their two adolescent daughters, an elderly second cousin who turned out to be a nun, and Martine’s fiancé, Dan, who had driven up that afternoon from his parents’ dairy farm near Colac. Much as he had at the cemetery that morning, Wolfgang felt like an interloper. But everyone was friendly and welcoming. Obviously they had been told about him before he arrived.
Martine took charge, leading him round the Babacans’ crowded family room and introducing him to everyone.
‘So this is the famous Wolfgang,’ said Keith’s brother Frank, squeezing Wolfgang’s knuckles as they shook hands. ‘Hackett has reason to be worried, I hear.’
‘Hackett?’
‘Grant Hackett – the swimmer.’
‘Why should he be worried?’ Wolfgang asked.
Frank gave him the now-familiar Babacan wink. ‘Modesty. I like that in a man.’
Frank’s wife, Tracey, kissed Wolfgang on the cheek. ‘Lovely to meet you,’ she said, lightly touching the back of his hand with her fingertips. ‘We’re all a bit potty, but you’ll get used to us.’
It was going to be a challenge, Wolfgang thought.
‘These are my grandparents,’ Martine said, steering him over to the couch. She raised her voice. ‘Nan and Pa, this is Wolfgang, Audrey’s friend from the pool.’
The old man leaned forward and offered Wolfgang a misshapen, arthritic hand. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Wolfgang. I used to be quite a swimmer myself, if you can believe that.’
‘I’m sure you were, Mr Babacan.’
‘It’s Fitzgerald – I’m Bernadette’s father. But you might as well call me Pa, everyone else round here does.’
The old woman smiled. ‘We think it’s wonderful what you’re doing, Wolfgang.’
‘I’m not exactly thure ...’ he stammered.
Martine said loudly, ‘Nan and Pa are really pleased you’re teaching Audrey to swim.’
‘Oh ... that,’ he said, processing this information in light of this conversation and Frank’s comments earlier. ‘Yes. She’s, um, coming along very well.’
‘We’ve all been very worried about her,’ Nan went on. ‘When she ran away from that blind school, I said to Pa –’
‘Wolfgang has to meet the others now,’ Martine interrupted, placing a firm hand around his elbow and drawing him away. ‘Would you like a drink?’
‘I didn’t know Audrey ran away from school.’
‘I expect there are a lot of things you don’t know about my sister.’
‘Like, for example, I’m her swimming instructor,’ Wolfgang said dryly.
‘That’s what Audrey wanted everyone to think.’ Martine fixed him with her penetrating green eyes. ‘I’d hate to see her get hurt, Wolfgang.’
He felt a deep blush rising to his face. ‘So would I.’
‘Good. Because it would be very easy for someone to take advantage of her. How old are you?’
‘Twenty.’
She studied him. ‘You seem younger.’
‘A lot of people say that. How old are you?’
‘Twenty-two.’
You seem older, he might have said, but wisely kept his mouth shut.
‘What school did you go to?’ Martine asked.
‘Saint Aquinas.’
Her well-shaped eyebrows drew together. ‘I don’t remember you. You’d have been, what, two years behind me? I left in two thousand and one.’
Wolfgang was annoyed with himself. He shouldn’t have said Saint Aquinas – he knew Audrey’s family were Catholic. ‘I would have been in Year Ten,’ he said, when in fact he’d been in Year Six in 2001 – or was it Year Seven? It was frightening how one lie led to a whole chain of them. ‘I remember you, I think. Your hair wath longer, wathn’t it?’
‘Yes.’
Good guess. ‘I was a bit of swot. I spent most of my time in the library. Any chance of that drink, Martine?’
She nodded. ‘Sorry. What would you like?’
‘Beer, thanks,’ he said. ‘A Crownie, if there is one.’
As soon as he had his drink, Wolfgang excused himself and went looking for Audrey. He couldn’t find her anywhere. Bernadette was in the kitchen transferring vol-au-vents from an oven tray onto a rectangular china platter. They smelt delicious.
‘Excuse me, Mrs Babacan, do you know where Audrey is?’
‘I think she might be outside having a cigarette.’ Bernadette used the tongs to point with. ‘Go out through the sliding doors and turn right.’
The patio was in darkness. Wolfgang spotted the red glow of a cigarette down the far end. ‘Audrey?’
The cigarette jerked downwards and disappeared. ‘Oh, hi. Sorry to desert you in there, but Martine kind of took over.’
Wolfgang carefully made his way along the patio towards her. His eyes were slowly adjusting to the darkness. Audrey sat on a porch swing with Campbell lying at her feet.
‘How do like my rellies?’ she asked.
‘They think I’m your swimming instructor.’
‘Yeah. It’s kind of what I told Mum and Dad.’
‘Mind if I sit down?’
‘Sure.’ She moved sideways to make room for him. ‘Smoke?’
‘No thanks.’ He settled beside her on the swing, their arms not quite touching. Campbell’s tail slapped rhythmically against his ankle. ‘They know I don’t teach swimming.’
‘Who?’
‘Your parents.’
The swing creaked as Audrey shifted her weight slightly. He felt the warmth of her against his arm. ‘I told them you’ve been giving me lessons,’ she said. ‘I know it’s a lie, and I’m sorry to make you part of it, Wolfgang, but Mum keeps getting on my case.’
‘About me?’ he asked warily.
‘No, about me. About what I do at the pool every day.’ Audrey sucked on her cigarette. ‘So I told them I’ve been learning to swim.’
‘What about Martine?’
‘Martine would know if I was lying. Anyway, she’s good at keeping secrets.’
Wolfgang hoped so. He raised his beer in front of his eyes and looked through the brown glass at the nearly full moon. ‘What were you doing at the cemetery, Audrey?’
It was several moments before she answered him, and when she did her voice was defensive. ‘I like it there. It’s the one place I can go at night and feel safe.’
Safe? In a cemetery at night? ‘Wouldn’t it have been safer to have stayed home?’
‘They were going to spring a party on me,’ Audrey said, ‘and I wasn’t in the mood.’
‘You knew about the party?’
‘I overheard Mum talking about it to Aunt Tracey on the phone, so I got out before anyone arrived.’
‘But you stayed out all night,’ Wolfgang said.
‘I fell asleep, okay?’ Audrey said sharply. ‘Is there a law against falling asleep?’
‘Sorry I asked.’
Audrey sighed and touched him lightly on the arm. ‘No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take it out on you.’
Take what out on me? he wondered. ‘I’ll tell you what there should be a law against – saying sorry on your birthday.’ Wolfgang leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Happy birthday, Audrey.’
‘Do you know what would make it really happy?’ she said softly.
‘No.’
‘If you kissed me properly.’
Wolfgang placed his beer carefully on the patio next to the leg of the swing. He felt his whole body trembling.
‘How about you get rid of that cigarette,’ he said. It must have been two or three minutes later when the patio lights snapped on. Audrey let out a little gasp as Wolfgang jerked away from her, kicking his beer over as he did so. The swing rattled and Campbell scrambled hurriedly to his feet.
‘What is it?’ Audrey breathed.
‘Ah, there you are,’ said Keith, who had stepped out through the sliding door from the kitchen. He watched, frowning, as Wolfgang righted the bottle. A dark pool of beer spread slowly across the wooden decking. ‘Audrey, they’ve been looking for you inside.’
‘Okay, Dad, I’ll be right in.’
Keith remained where he was as Audrey straightened her clothes and stood up. Wolfgang stood too. His brain seemed frozen; he could think of nothing to say. He tried to take hold of Audrey’s arm to guide her inside, but she lightly pushed his hand away.
‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I know my way around here.’
‘Wolfgang, have you got a moment?’ Keith said, coming towards them.
He passed his daughter going the other way, Campbell trailing at her heels. Wolfgang watched them disappear inside. She could have allowed him to help her – pretended, at least, so he could go with her – but instead she had abandoned him. Left him to face the music on his own.
‘Would you like to sit down,’ Keith said.
It was a command, not a question. Wolfgang settled himself nervously on the edge of the swing. His heart hammered in his chest. I should have stayed home, he thought as Keith lifted a plastic chair from a stack of them near the wall and positioned it facing him.
‘Have I made a mistake about you, Wolfgang?’
‘I don’t think tho.’
Keith narrowed his eyes. ‘Help me out, then. You have a girlfriend in Melbourne, yet here you are slobbering all over my daughter. Explain to me why I shouldn’t be concerned.’
‘I don’t have another girlfriend,’ Wolfgang heard himself say.
‘Two weeks ago you told me you did.’
Wolfgang looked down at the big dew-jewelled bottle in his hand. ‘It was thtupid, I know, but I thought if I told you I had a girlfriend, you’d think I wath more ... I don’t know, thomeone you could trust with your daughter.’
‘Well, it would seem I was wrong about that,’ Keith said.
‘No you weren’t, Mr Babacan. You can trust me. I like Audrey a lot; I’d never do anything bad to her. That’s why this whole deal sucks. She’d practically die if she found out I was being paid to see her.’ Wolfgang hauled himself out of the swing. ‘I guess I’d better go.’
‘No, wait a minute.’ Keith held up one hand, palm forwards like a policeman stopping traffic. ‘Sit down. Please.’
Wolfgang lowered himself reluctantly back onto the swing, but further away from Keith, on the end where Audrey had been sitting. It was still warm with her body heat. He wished he could go back two weeks to the day her father came to see him at the pool. No, he would say. You might be rich, Mr Babacan, but you can’t buy friends for your daughter.
Keith’s head was bent right forward. He raked the fingers of one hand through his wiry red hair and seemed to address his next words to the decking. ‘You’ve been honest with me, son. It’s time I was honest with you.’
Wolfgang had only been partially honest, but he felt better for having unburdened himself. Perhaps he would confess his other lies – about his age, about attending university – to Father Nguyen. Keith looked him in the eye.
‘How much time have you spent with Audrey?’
‘I don’t know.’ Wolfgang shrugged. ‘We’ve been out a few times. New Year’s Eve, the zoo. Mostly we meet at the pool.’
‘She doesn’t swim, does she?’ asked Keith.
Wolfgang hesitated. He felt he was being asked to betray a confidence. ‘She wants me to teach her.’
‘Does she go in the pool at all?’
‘No,’ he said. Well, once, he thought – the day she ducked her head under.
‘What does she do all day if she isn’t swimming?’
‘She likes it there – having all those other people around her. I think she’s lonely.’
‘But what does she actually do?’ Keith insisted.
‘Just lies on her towel like everyone else,’ Wolfgang said. Not like everyone else: Audrey lay in the shade and barely moved all day. Hippo-girl. ‘She listens to her music.’
‘That day you took her to the zoo,’ her father said. ‘How was she on the train?’
‘What do you mean, Mr Babacan?’
‘Was she talkative? Was she bright and alert the whole time?’
‘Well ... not exactly.’
‘She slept most of the way, didn’t she?’
Wolfgang shrugged. How did Keith know that? ‘I guess it’s pretty boring being on a train if you can’t read or see out the windows.’
‘Do you want to know why I really hired you?’ Keith asked, dragging his chair closer. ‘I was hoping you’d keep her awake.’
‘Keep her awake?’
‘During the daytime,’ Keith said. ‘Or, if that didn’t work, I was going to ask you to look after her when she went out at night. It would have meant giving up your day job, which was why I was prepared to pay you so much.’
Wolfgang moistened his lips. Their faces were only twenty centimetres apart, he could see the large pores in Keith’s nose. ‘I don’t get any of this,’ he said. ‘Has Audrey got a sleeping disorder or something?’
‘We aren’t sure, to be honest. She won’t talk about it; not to her mother or me; not to anyone. Goes out nearly every night, just her and the dog. Sneaks out after we’ve gone to bed. Mostly we don’t even hear her, either coming or going – she’s very quiet. Who knows what time she gets back – two, three, four in the morning? Last night was the first time she’s stayed out all night. And the first time she’s gone out before dark.’
‘Where does she go?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘God only knows,’ Keith said. ‘The cemetery, perhaps. We tried following her once but she heard us and threw a tantrum. Threatened to run away from home if we tried it again.’
Wolfgang remembered how she’d stopped and seemed to listen the night he’d followed her. ‘She ran away from the blind school, didn’t she?’
‘She was expelled, not to put too fine a point on it,’ said her father. ‘They had an eight o’clock curfew and Audrey broke it three times that they were aware of. She was only fifteen.’
A year younger than Wolfgang was now. ‘Do you think she’d let me go with her?’ he asked. ‘When she goes out at night?’
Keith looked him in the eye. ‘I don’t know, son. All I know is I’d feel a lot more comfortable if I knew someone was with her. And I’d be quite happy,’ he added, ‘to reimburse you for any wages you lost if you had to quit working at the pool because of it. Audrey need never find out.’
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Two black butterflies. One on the radiator of his father’s car, one in the shed. Forget the Maryborough road, Wolfgang thought, they are right here in town.
It was Sunday morning. He was supposed to be at seven o’clock mass but instead Wolfgang was riding around the streets of New Lourdes on his bicycle, searching for butterflies. Early mornings were a good time to find them during the summer, before the sun’s heat burned the dew away, when fresh reservoirs of nectar lay deep within the carpels of every newly opened flower, awaiting the day’s first butterfly. And there were plenty about. So far Wolfgang had seen a number of browns, a glasswing, two monarchs, the usual bevy of cabbage whites, but no blacks.
Where were they? Somehow, and within a fortnight of each other, two of the elusive insects – one dead, one alive – had turned up right on his doorstep, which meant there had to be a local population of them. Why had he never seen one? Why had nobody ever seen one?
Wolfgang was positive, now that he had a complete specimen, that the black butterfly was a new species. There was nothing remotely like it in any of his books, nor on the Internet. He could hardly wait until tomorrow, when finally he’d be able to phone Dr Karalis with the news that he had another specimen – this time a complete one. It was so frustrating to have found it on a weekend. Technically, his father had found it, but the old man would have forgotten that by now. In any case, it was in Wolfgang’s trap. His trap, his butterfly.
He realised he was in Audrey’s street. It was a coincidence; he hadn’t been thinking about her. At least not in the last ten minutes. Audrey lived in a wealthy neighbourhood; every house had immaculate, well-tended gardens. Lots of flowers. Wolfgang slowed as he rolled past the Babacans’ driveway. All the curtains were drawn. He didn’t know which window was Audrey’s, but he pictured her behind one of those sets of curtains, asleep in her bed. Safe. Wolfgang felt a surge of protectiveness as he circled back past the sleeping house, trying not to make it too obvious he was studying it.
Twice during the night he’d woken from troubled dreams, his whole body damp with perspiration and his head filled with images of Audrey wandering alone through the darkened cemetery.
I’ll look after you, he thought now.
When Wolfgang arrived home his parents were already sitting down to breakfast. They had breakfast every morning at eight o’clock sharp.
‘Sixteen minutes past,’ his father said, tapping his watch.
‘Wolfgang went to early mass, Leo,’ Sylvia told him.
‘Actually, I didn’t,’ admitted Wolfgang. On the way home he’d been struck by a sudden sense of guilt. He had been telling too many lies lately and he wanted to change. It had something to do with Audrey. ‘I went for a ride instead. I’ll go to ten o’clock mass with you and Dad.’
‘Aren’t you working today?’ his mother asked.
‘Not till one o’clock. Dad, have you ever seen any butterflies that are completely black?’
‘Any markings?’ asked Leo, blowing gently on a spoonful of porridge. He had no memory at all of either the wing or the butterfly he’d rescued from Wolfgang’s trap and then set for him.
‘No markings. Completely black, upper and lower.’
‘There are the crows, of course. Climena melina. Though they tend towards dark brown rather than true black.’
‘What about here in Victoria?’ asked Wolfgang, who knew the crows were a northern species.
Leo shook his head. ‘Nothing remotely like that here,’ he said, frowning at his spoon. ‘Why do you ask, Edward?’
‘Just forget it,’ Wolfgang said softly. It was the one thing his father could be relied on to do.
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During his afternoon tea-break, Wolfgang bought two cans of soft drink and strolled over to the peppercorn tree. Campbell, tail wagging in recognition, sat up as he approached. Wolfgang patted the dog, then sat down on the grass next to Audrey’s towel. She wore a T-shirt and shorts, and had removed her sandals. Her face, as always, was covered by her hat – a blue cloth one today – and her MP3 lay at her side. Wolfgang watched the slow rise and fall of her chest for fifteen seconds before speaking.
‘Audrey.’
It surprised him how quickly she came awake. Had he not been observing her only moments before, he would never have guessed she’d been asleep.
‘Hi Wolfgang,’ she said, removing her earpieces and sitting up. ‘What’s new?’
He touched one of the cold cans against her bare forearm. ‘Brought you a drink.’
She thanked him, took the can and carefully opened the ring-pull. ‘Bitter lemon,’ she said, tasting it. ‘Thanks.’
‘I’ve got orange, if you’d like to swap?’
‘No, lemon’s fine.’ Audrey aimed a nervous smile in his direction. ‘Did you have a good time last night?’
He blushed. ‘It was great. Thanks for inviting me.’
‘Thanks for coming.’ She hesitated. ‘I didn’t actually know if you would.’
‘I said I would.’
Audrey ran a finger around the rim of her can. ‘Wolfgang, you don’t have to be kind to me.’
‘Kind?’
‘Yeah. I’m not a charity case. Everyone’s always being nice to me – being kind – because I’m blind.’
How could she even consider that after what happened last night on the porch swing? Wolfgang pushed her drink to one side, leaned over and, hoping no one was watching, quickly kissed her on the lips. ‘I love you, Audrey.’
She drew away from him and laughed, her face turning pink. ‘Oh, Wolfgang, don’t be silly.’
‘I’m serious!’
‘How can you love me? You hardly know me.’
‘But I thought ... When you kithed me last night ... And at New Year, too ...’
‘Oh poop! I’ve hurt you, haven’t I?’ Audrey reached over and found his hand. ‘Look, Wolfgang, I do like you. I like you more than I’ve liked anyone in a long, long time. But I don’t love you.’
‘Well, I love you,’ he said stubbornly.
Audrey squeezed his fingers. ‘Thank you. I think maybe I could grow to love you, too. But I’m not going to say it if I don’t mean it, okay?’
‘Okay. But ... you are my girlfriend, aren’t you?’
‘Of course I’m your girlfriend! It’s not as if I go round kissing every boy I meet.’


Later, in the ticket office, Wolfgang replayed their conversation in his mind. Did she meet many boys? How many of them had she kissed? He didn’t want to think about it. He had never kissed anyone until Audrey. Never had a girlfriend. I do love her, he thought.
‘Wolfgang?’
He looked up, startled to see Audrey standing at the ticket window not a metre from him. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I was just thinking about you.’
A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. ‘That’s spooky – I was thinking about you, too. Do you want to go for a drink later?’
‘A drink?’ he said uncertainly. ‘You mean a cup of coffee or something?’
She laughed. ‘Wolfgang, it really doesn’t matter what sort of drink. I just feel like going somewhere.’
‘Me too. But it’s Sunday – will anything be open?’
‘There’s Krauf’s,’ Audrey said, naming a popular restaurant on Millar Street. ‘I think they’re open every night. What time do you knock off?’
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‘Will you be having dinner tonight?’ the waitress asked as she seated them at a small table at the rear of the courtyard.
‘Just drinks,’ Audrey said, settling Campbell on the brick pavers beside her chair. ‘White wine for me.’
The waitress turned to Wolfgang. ‘And you, Sir?’
‘Um, a pot of tea, thanks.’
‘And could we have a bowl of nachos,’ Audrey said to the waitress. ‘Or would you prefer cucumber sandwiches to go with your pot of tea, Mr Mulqueen?’
He blushed. ‘Nachos are fine.’
‘Tea!’ she said when the girl had gone. ‘How old are you, Wolfgang?’
He tensed. Had she found out? ‘T-twenty.’
‘I thought maybe you were middle-aged and just not telling me. Tea!’
‘I happen to like tea,’ he said defensively. ‘Did you know it’s one of the most refreshing drinks?’
‘But it’s hardly very exciting, is it?’ she teased.
Wolfgang leaned forward and lowered his voice. A family of four had just sat down at the table next to theirs. ‘The thing is, I don’t think I could face any alcohol today – not after last night.’
‘Had a few of Dad’s Crownies, did you?’
‘One or six,’ he said, which technically wasn’t a lie – he’d had one.
Audrey had her backpack open on her lap. She rummaged through it and fished out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. ‘Could you face a smoke?’
Wolfgang glanced at the family next to them. There were two children, both boys, aged about six and eight. ‘I don’t think you’re allowed to smoke here.’
‘Yes you are – unless they’ve changed it since last time. Is there an ashtray on the table?’
There was. Wolfgang wondered when she’d been here before. With one of her other boyfriends? But when they’d found her in the cemetery on the morning of her birthday, she had made out she’d never had a boyfriend. Yet she knew how to kiss. She seemed so sophisticated, so experienced. So much older than him. A woman. Wolfgang accepted a cigarette and surreptitiously slipped it into his pocket. When Audrey passed him her lighter, he worked the flint a couple of times – to make it sound like he was lighting up – then handed it back.
Audrey drew on her cigarette. ‘What did Dad say last night after he sprung us?’
‘He just wanted to make sure my intentions were honourable.’
‘And are they?’
‘You know they are.’
‘Did he say anything about me?’ Audrey asked.
Wolfgang waited while the waitress placed their drinks on the table. A glass of wine for Audrey, a cup and saucer, a small stainless steel teapot and jug of milk for him. ‘He’s worried about you.’
‘Let me guess.’ Audrey blew a cloud of smoke up into the sun umbrella above them. ‘He told you I wander the streets at night?’
He wished she would keep her voice down. ‘He did, actually.’
She swore softly, drawing a frown from the father of the two boys at the next table. ‘I wish he’d mind his own damn business! I’m nineteen, not a little girl any more.’
Wolfgang poured his tea. ‘Was he making it up?’
‘Don’t you start!’
‘Sorry.’
‘You say sorry a lot,’ Audrey said with a smirk. She placed her cigarette in the ashtray and picked up her wineglass. Then she set it down again, untouched. ‘I should tell you, I suppose – just to let you know the kind of nutso you’re getting involved with. I’m nocturnal.’
‘Eh?’ he said.
‘B,’ she said, ‘C, D, E, F, G, H, I ...’ And continued all the way through to the end of the alphabet. Then she turned her face towards his, and Wolfgang could see the naked vulnerability there. ‘I’m a head case,’ she said softly. ‘It would probably be in your best interests, Wolfgang, to get out of my life now, while the going’s good.’
He poured milk into his tea and stirred in a spoonful of sugar. ‘Is it, like, some kind of sleeping disorder?’
‘Do owls have sleeping disorders? Do possums?’ asked Audrey. ‘I don’t have any trouble sleeping – I just do it in the daytime rather than at night.’
‘But why?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘Because ... that’s ... just ... the ... way ... I ... am!’ Audrey said loudly, leaving a half second gap between each word. All around the courtyard, faces turned in their direction.
Wolfgang sipped his tea, embarrassed. ‘It must get lonely.’
‘You get used to lonely,’ she said, quietly now. ‘Anyway, I’ve got Campbell.’
Their nachos arrived. They were delivered by a different waitress, a small girl with straight brown hair and a very round face. She seemed vaguely familiar but that meant nothing – working at the pool, Wolfgang came in contact with most of the young people in town at one time or another.
‘Wolfgang Mulqueen?’ she said.
He felt a twinge of unease. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t ...’
‘Felicity Woolman. You’re in the same class as my brother.’
‘You’re Liam’th thithter?’ he said, his whole body stiffening. Please don’t talk about school!
‘You probably don’t recognise me,’ Felicity Woolman said brightly, exchanging their ashtray for a clean one. ‘I was blonde in my last year.’
For a few moments after the waitress had gone, Audrey sat very still, a pensive look on her face. ‘Is she pretty?’ she asked finally.
‘Who? Felicity?’ Wolfgang said. ‘No, not particularly.’
Audrey felt for the nachos and used two hands to pull one free of its web of cheese topping. ‘She made you nervous. I thought it might have been because she was pretty.’
‘What makes you think I was nervous?’
‘Your voice changes when you’re nervous.’
‘It doeth not,’ he said, lisping on purpose. Trying to make a joke out of it. ‘Can I have a nacho?’
‘Of course. They’re for both of us.’ Audrey licked the grease off her fingertips. ‘So her brother’s in the same class as you?’
‘That’s right. At university.’
‘And Felicity was at university, too.’
‘I don’t know. Like I thaid, I didn’t recongithe her.’
‘You’re doing it again.’
‘Damn!’ Wolfgang muttered as a brown ribbon of tea slid across the table from his overturned cup.
Audrey felt the warm liquid beneath her wrist and jerked her hand sideways, knocking her wineglass over. It rolled off the table and shattered on the paving. Campbell scurried out of the way. The mother at the next table let out a startled shriek as he bumped against her legs.
‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ Audrey said, leaping to her feet. There was a wide dark patch across the front of her shorts. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’
Wolfgang hurried around the table to her. She thought she’d caused the accident. ‘It’s okay,’ he said, taking her in his arms. If he was going to admit blame, now would be the time. ‘It was nobody’s fault,’ he said.
The first waitress hurried out with a dustpan and a towel. ‘Would you like to move to another table?’
‘I want to go,’ Audrey whispered against the front of Wolfgang’s shirt.
‘We might leave,’ he told the waitress, glad it wasn’t Felicity Woolman. ‘Sorry about the mess.’
‘Excuse me.’ It was the elder of the two boys at the next table. ‘I think your dog’s hurt.’
‘Campbell!’ cried Audrey, freeing herself from Wolfgang’s embrace. ‘Where is he?’
The boys’ father led Campbell over by the collar. ‘He must have stood on some broken glass.’
Campbell was limping. There was blood on his right front paw. He left a trail of dark prints on the brick pavers. ‘Is it bad, Wolfgang?’ Audrey asked, crouching next to her dog.
‘I’m not sure.’
‘Well, does it look bad?’
He squatted and gingerly lifted Campbell’s injured paw. ‘It’s bleeding a bit. I can’t really see ...’
‘I think there’s a twenty-four hour vet in Condon Street,’ volunteered the waitress.
‘Wolfgang’s a vet,’ Audrey said.
Oh terrific! he thought. Of all the courses he could have chosen for his make-believe university studies, he’d picked veterinary science. ‘I’ve ... only done one year.’
‘You must have learned something,’ said Audrey.
‘It was mostly theory. Anatomy and stuff.’
‘Come on, Wolfgang. Campbell’s hurt!’
There was no getting out of it. And cleaning up a cut paw was hardly rocket science, surely. Wolfgang caught the waitress’s eye. ‘Can you get me a damp cloth. And, um, make sure it’s clean.’
She left and returned with a kleenex and a first aid box. There was an older woman with her, perhaps the restaurant manager.
‘Is everything under control, Sir?’
‘He’s a vet,’ offered one of the boys from the next table. ‘He’s going to fix the dog.’
If only it were that simple, Wolfgang thought. He lifted Campbell’s paw and gingerly dabbed at it with the kleenex. The dog whimpered and licked his ear. ‘Hold him still, Audrey.’
Dark blood oozed from between two of the pads. Wolfgang swabbed it away with the tissue. Just for a moment, before the cavity filled again, he saw a wink of glass protruding from the side of the leathery pad. He tried to grip it with his fingernails but it was slippery with blood.
‘Could someone get me a towel?’
The waitress darted off and returned with a blue hand towel. Wolfgang wiped his hands, then opened the first aid box. Bingo! Clipped to the underside of the lid was a pair of needle-nosed tweezers. Lifting Campbell’s paw again, Wolfgang gripped the sliver of glass with the point of the tweezers, took a deep breath, and tugged.
‘There’s the culprit,’ he said, holding up the tweezers to his audience like a vet on a television show. Perhaps he should become a vet!
There was a small bottle of disinfectant in the box. Wolfgang wet a cotton ball liberally with the pungent yellow liquid, then carefully swabbed the wound. Campbell’s paw was still bleeding, though more slowly now. Wolfgang asked the waitress to help him. He pressed another cotton ball into the gap between the injured pad and its neighbour, then he directed the waitress to hold the paw steady while he applied two strips of plaster to hold the cotton wool in place.
‘All fixed,’ he said.
The boys’ father started the applause. It was taken up by his wife and their two sons, then the whole restaurant was clapping.
And Audrey kissed him. In front of everybody. ‘My hero,’ she whispered.
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Campbell couldn’t walk all the way home so Audrey phoned her parents. Keith agreed to come and collect them in the car. Wolfgang had his bike, but he waited with Audrey and her dog on the steps outside the restaurant.
‘I don’t suppose you’ll be going out tonight?’ he said.
‘Probably.’
‘I can come with you, if you like.’
Audrey leaned sideways and rested her head on his shoulder. ‘You’ve very sweet. But you need your beauty sleep, Wolfgang.’
It would take more than sleep to fix up the way he looked. ‘I could sleep tomorrow morning,’ he said. ‘I don’t start at the pool till eleven. So if I went to bed at, say, three a.m., I’d still get six or seven hours sleep.’
‘I can’t ask you to do that.’
‘I want to do it. Until Campbell’s better, I can be your guide man.’
‘I don’t need a guide,’ Audrey said. ‘I know my way around this town probably better than you do. How does the saying go? With my eyes closed.’
‘You don’t seriously mean you’d go out without Campbell?’
‘Why not? I’m a big girl now.’
‘You’d get lost!’
‘Haven’t you been listening? I know my way around! Do you think Campbell can read street signs? I’m the one who knows where we’re going. All I need is my cane.’
Wolfgang thought of the four hundred and fifty dollars a week her father was paying him to look after her. ‘It’s not safe to be out on your own at night.’
‘I’m not your responsibility, Wolfgang,’ she said. ‘It’s my problem, okay?’
‘Does it have to be a problem?’ he asked. ‘I mean, can’t you change? Can’t you try sleeping at night? At least until Campbell’s better?’
‘My parents used to force me to sleep regular hours but it never worked. I’d wake up ten, twenty, fifty times a night, and then I’d be half asleep all the next day.’
‘Did you ever try sleeping pills?’
Audrey pulled away from him. ‘I told you – it’s not a sleeping disorder, okay? It’s just how I am. My body clock’s different from everybody else’s, and there’s nothing you, my parents or any doctor or shrink or freaking hypnotist can do about it.’
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If you can’t beat them, join them. The next day Wolfgang went to see Mrs Lonsdale in her office and asked if he could work just afternoons for the next week.
His boss looked stern. ‘I’ve already drawn up the roster, Wolfgang.’
‘I know, and I’m sorry. It’s my dad,’ he said. ‘He hasn’t been very well lately and Mum wants me to be around in the mornings when she’s not home.’
More lies.
I’m sorry, God, it’s for a good cause, thought Wolfgang. And you’re the one that made her blind in the first place.
‘What are you doing tonight?’ he asked Audrey as she and her mother were leaving the pool that afternoon. Bernadette had come to collect her daughter half an hour earlier than Audrey normally left when she had Campbell with her.
‘Nothing much,’ Audrey said. She freed herself from her mother’s arm and tapped her way over to the ticket window using her cane. ‘You didn’t come and talk to me today.’
He lowered his voice. ‘I didn’t want to wake you.’
‘Don’t be smart.’
‘I wasn’t. I thought you wouldn’t want to be disturbed.’
‘Wolfgang,’ Audrey said, ‘you could never disturb me.’
He resisted the impulse to reach through the window and touch her. ‘So, what about tonight?’ he asked.
‘Do you want to come over? We could ... I don’t know, listen to music or something.’
‘Or go for a walk.’
Audrey smiled. ‘Okay. I’ll see you later.’
She made her way back to her mother. The two of them talked softly for a few moments, then Audrey turned back around.
‘Would you like to come for dinner?’ she asked.
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Wolfgang asked Michael to fill in for him. At twenty minutes to five he was riding out of the car park on his bike. He rode quickly, hoping to catch Dr Karalis before he left work. The scientist hadn’t been in his office when Wolfgang had phoned him before leaving home that morning, and they weren’t allowed to make long-distance calls from the pool. He arrived home in near record time and went straight to the phone. No answer. Wolfgang slammed the receiver down and went looking for his mother.
‘Any calls for me today?’
‘No, dear. You could ask your father.’
What was the use? In any case, Dr Karalis knew Wolfgang’s work number – he could have phoned him at the pool had he wanted to get in touch. Perhaps the wing hadn’t arrived. Wolfgang went to his room and checked his emails, but there was nothing from the scientist. He was tempted to tap out a message about the second – complete – black butterfly, but he stopped himself and went off-line. He wanted to hear Dr Karalis’s reaction when he received the news. He wanted to share his discovery with a real person, not with a computer screen.
Wolfgang slid his chair over to the wardrobe and carefully lifted down the suitcase from on top where his father, too frail to climb on chairs, would never be able to reach it. Placing the suitcase flat on his bed, he undid the clasps and lifted out the setting-tray with its extraordinary black-winged specimen. His father might have been senile, but he was still an artist when it came to setting butterflies. Admiring his beautiful work, Wolfgang was struck by an aching sense of what might have been.
‘Aw, Dad,’ he whispered. ‘I wish you knew what you found.’
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Wolfgang told his mother he wasn’t working in the morning and asked her not to wake him.
‘I might be late home,’ he said on his way out the door. But he didn’t say how late. He wasn’t supposed to stay out after eleven but his parents had never enforced the curfew. They went to bed at nine-thirty. It was one of the advantages of having elderly parents – as long as Wolfgang was quiet, they didn’t know what time he got in.
He rode to Audrey’s, taking his time because he didn’t want to work up a sweat. It was a hot evening and he’d showered and put on a clean T-shirt and jeans before leaving. He had even shaved – in case Audrey wanted to kiss him again. My hero.
Bernadette answered the door. ‘Hullo Wolfgang,’ she greeted him with a smile. ‘Audrey’s up in her room. She shouldn’t be long.’
She led him out to the back patio where Keith was lighting a big gas barbecue. Keith wore an apron with Boss Chef printed on it over a white T-shirt and a pair of shorts that showed his pale, ginger-haired legs. He lifted a glass of red wine in a toast towards Wolfgang.
‘If it isn’t Doctor Doolittle! Would you like a beer, son?’
‘Actually, a glass of red might be nice,’ Wolfgang said recklessly.
Further along the patio was a table set for four. Keith collected one of the wineglasses and filled it from a bottle sitting on the railing next to the barbecue. ‘Good work yesterday, son,’ he said, handing Wolfgang his wine. ‘You’re proving to be quite an asset to this family.’
Wolfgang tried not to blush. ‘It wasn’t anything, really. All I did was pull a bit of glass out – anyone could have done it. How is Campbell, anyway?’
‘The vet said he’s going to be fine. Bernadette took him in this morning, just to be on the safe side. I hope you don’t mind?’
‘Why would I mind? Like I said to Audrey, all I’ve done so far is a bit of theory.’
Keith tipped a few drops of wine onto the hotplate and watched them jump and sizzle. ‘As it turned out, there was another splinter right up inside the foot. He had to operate to get it out.’
‘I’m th-thorry,’ Wolfgang stammered. ‘There was tho much blood ...’
‘Not your fault, son, not your fault at all.’ Keith clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Our vet said to compliment you on your good work. Now, how do you like your steak?’
‘Well-done.’
Keith lifted a tray of meat from a shelf at the end of the barbecue and used a pair of tongs to lay four large steaks on the hotplate. There was a hiss of escaping juices and a cloud of steam. Wolfgang sipped his wine – it tasted horrible – and tried not to dwell on his stuff-up with Campbell’s paw. There had been a lot of blood. Even a real first year veterinary student might have missed the second glass splinter.
Time to change the subject. ‘Has Audrey always been blind?’
‘She wasn’t born that way,’ said her father. ‘There was an accident when she was little.’
‘When she nearly drowned?’
‘You’ve heard about it, then. She was in a coma for two years. When she woke up, she could no longer see.’
‘It must have been awful for her, waking up blind.’
‘Do you want to know the worst thing?’ Keith said. ‘She didn’t know us. Here was this three-year-old kid who didn’t know her own parents.’
Wolfgang shrugged. ‘Well, she was blind.’
‘Blind, but not deaf.’ Keith used the tongs to lift the corner of one of the steaks. ‘She could hear us perfectly well. But when we told her who we were,’ he said, his voice edged with bitterness, ‘Audrey went hysterical and had to be sedated. How did you say you like your steak?’
‘Well-done. Could she understand you?’ asked Wolfgang.
‘Of course she could.’
‘But if she was only, like, one year old when she went into the coma, she can’t have had much of a grasp of English.’
‘That was the surprising thing,’ said Keith. ‘She woke up talking nineteen to the dozen. Apparently she picked it up while she was non compos mentis. Bernadette and a couple of the old biddies from church spent hours at her bedside every day and they never stopped nattering away to her and reading her kids’ books, even though there was no sign she could hear them. Lucky they did, though – the doctors say that might have been what brought her back in the end.’
‘That’s incredible.’
‘I’ll tell you what’s more incredible,’ Keith said, ‘the mouth on her when she came to!’
Wolfgang was puzzled. ‘What about her mouth, Mr Babacan?’
‘She could swear like a trooper. You’ve never heard anything like it!’ Keith’s eyes were shiny in the last of the daylight. ‘None of the good ladies would take credit for that, though, as you can well imagine.’
‘So where did she pick it up from?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘From the orderlies or the cleaners – who knows.’ Keith picked up his glass and drained it. He laughed, though not his usual hearty laugh. ‘For a while there,’ he said, rubbing his red fleshy nose with the back of one fist. ‘For a while I thought we might have to engage the services of an exorcist.’
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‘Where shall we go?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Audrey said, clutching his elbow as he led her down the lamplit driveway from her house. ‘I just feel like walking.’
‘Me too. I ate way too much. I should have stopped when your mum brought out the trifle.’
‘She would have been offended. She made it specially for you.’
‘Did she?’
‘Do you think we eat like that every night, Wolfgang? We’d all be built like brick shithouses.’
He thought of Keith’s story about her foul mouth as a child. There were so many questions he wanted to ask her. She pinched the inside of his elbow.
‘Ouch! What was that for?’
‘You missed your opportunity, buster.’
‘What opportunity?’
‘To tell me I’m not built like a brick shithouse!’
‘You’re not built like a brick shithouse.’
‘Too late.’ Audrey let out a big sigh. ‘Am I disgusting, Wolfgang?’
‘Of course not.’
‘I know I’m fat.’
‘Crap. You’re just right.’
‘My doctor said I’m overweight.’
‘Your doctor must be blind.’
Audrey stopped abruptly and pulled him around to face her. Standing in the deep shadow of the big elm trailing over the Babacans’ front fence, Wolfgang cursed himself for once again allowing his mouth to run ahead of his brain. Your doctor must be blind. Aaaaaargh!
Audrey slid her hand down his arm until she found his hand, then twined their fingers together. ‘Kiss me, you fool!’
She tasted of cigarettes but Wolfgang didn’t mind. He was still finding it difficult to believe that he had a girlfriend. The difference in their ages didn’t matter. He would teach her to love him.
‘Aftershave,’ Audrey said when they separated.
‘What?’
‘You’re wearing aftershave.’
‘It’s shaving foam.’
She put her face close to his and sniffed. ‘Whatever it is, I like it. It smells like you.’
It smelled like his father, whose shaving foam he’d borrowed. Like father, like son. Wolfgang gave an involuntary shiver. ‘Well, let’s not stand round here all night,’ he said.
Audrey threaded her hand back through his elbow. ‘Lead on, Mulqueen.’
‘Where to?’
‘We’ve done this conversation already,’ she said. ‘Surprise me.’
‘Okay,’ said Wolfgang, making a decision. He broke into a brisk walk.
Five minutes later Audrey pulled him to a stop. ‘Hang on. Where are you taking me?’
‘It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you.’
‘I don’t want to go to the cemetery,’ she said.
They had stopped thirty metres short of the main gates. How did she know that’s where they were? When she’d told him she could find her way around town with her eyes closed, Wolfgang had thought she was joking.
‘I thought you liked going to the cemetery.’
‘Don’t be boring, Wolfgang. I feel like doing something exciting tonight. Have you got any money on you? We could go to a pub or somewhere.’
Luckily he didn’t have any money. ‘Wasn’t the object of the exercise to walk off our dinner?’
‘You’re right,’ she agreed. ‘Let’s just walk and see where it takes us.’
Their walk took them right through the centre of town, quiet on a Monday night, past the pool and along Millar Street until they reached the botanical gardens.
‘Let’s go in,’ Audrey said. She squeezed his arm. ‘We can go for a paddle in the fountain. It might be a nice way to cool down.’
The evening was still quite warm – twenty-five or twenty-six degrees. Wolfgang led Audrey through the pedestrian gate. A streetlight directly outside the entrance threw their twin shadows ahead of them down a narrow pathway that led into the black wall of trees. The sound of their feet crunching in the gravel seemed to grow louder as the darkness pressed in around them. Wolfgang drew Audrey to a standstill.
‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, her fingers sweaty on his arm.
‘It’s really dark.’
‘Well, it is night time.’
‘But I can’t see a thing.’
‘Join the club.’
‘I mean it. It’s pitch black.’
‘Where’s Campbell when we need him, hey?’
‘We’d better go back to the road.’
‘Find me a stick.’
‘A stick?’
‘Yeah. One I can use like a cane.’
‘There aren’t any sticks.’
‘Of course there are. We’re surrounded by trees, aren’t we?’
‘You’re not supposed to damage them.’
‘Wolfgang, don’t be such a goody-goody! This is a life-threatening situation. It calls for desperate measures.’
‘We could simply go back to the road. What’s the use of a stick anyway? We’ll never find our way to the fountain.’
‘You’d be surprised what I can do with a stick in my hand.’
Audrey let go of his arm and shuffled over to the edge of the track. Wolfgang heard a series of tentative rustling sounds, then a frenzied threshing of leaves.
‘What on earth are you doing?’
‘I’ve got a branch.’ Audrey sounded slightly breathless. ‘It ... just ... won’t ... come ... off. Ouch!’
‘Are you okay?’
‘Give me a hand, will you. God, you’d make a hopeless blind person!’
Wolfgang knew she was only joking, but her words stung him. He felt his way over to her, his hands extended. He found Audrey and she guided him to the branch. It was slightly thicker than his thumb and grew out from the trunk of a slim, smooth-barked tree. Audrey had bent it down until it dangled parallel with the trunk, but the damp sinewy wood refused to break off. Wolfgang twisted it round and round. Finally he leaned back and pulled on it with all his strength. The branch tore off with a dull ripping sound. He stripped away the leaves and twigs and passed the smooth, slightly-bowed shaft to Audrey.
‘Now we’re in business,’ she said. ‘Latch onto my arm, blind-man, and let an expert show you how it’s done.’
Blind-man. Now he knew what it felt like. It was so dark he could close his eyes or leave them open, it made no difference. He was in Audrey’s world. With the help of the stick, she tapped her way confidently along the gravel path with Wolfgang dragging helplessly on her other arm. She was right. He would make a hopeless blind person.
After perhaps a minute they emerged onto a wide lawn bathed in starlight. It seemed surprisingly bright after the cave-like darkness of the trees. Wolfgang released Audrey’s arm.
‘There’s the fountain.’
‘I can smell it,’ she said, still tapping along the path.
Wolfgang couldn’t smell anything. He walked beside her, lawns on either side of them. Audrey used the concrete edge of the path as a guide, working the stick in a practised sweeping motion ahead of her. Now that Wolfgang could see again, he wanted to slip her arm back through his but was hesitant to suggest it. She scared him sometimes. Her self-reliance and the way she mocked him accentuated the difference in their ages – her nineteen to his sixteen. She made him feel like a boy again.
‘There’s a seat over there,’ he pointed, then dropped his arm. Why point? ‘Shall we sit down?’
‘I want to have a paddle,’ Audrey said.
Not until they reached the low concrete wall surrounding the fountain did Audrey allow Wolfgang to assist her. He took her hand and together they stepped over onto the rough-paved coaming. They removed their shoes and left them on the wall with Audrey’s stick. Wolfgang rolled his jeans up, then extended his right foot gingerly through the water’s star-stippled surface until he felt the pool’s silty concrete bottom.
‘How deep is it?’ Audrey asked.
‘Just below my knees.’
‘I’ll leave my shorts on then.’
He reached up with both hands and steadied her as she stepped into the water. She came into his arms and they kissed. Mouth to mouth. No bumping teeth or noses this time. It was Audrey who broke away.
‘I thought the fountain ran all the time,’ she said.
Wolfgang waded out to the nozzle, a small dark island protruding a few centimetres above the pool’s centre. ‘I guess they turn it off at night.’
‘Let’s have a swim,’ Audrey said behind him.
He turned to face her. ‘It’s not deep enough.’
‘I don’t mean a swim-swim, just a lie-down-and-get-wet swim. I feel like cooling off.’
‘I’m not sure how clean the water is.’
‘I’m going to swim in it, not drink it,’ Audrey said. Already she was climbing back up onto the coaming.
She unbuttoned her shirt and lay it on the concrete wall next to her shoes. She was wearing a black or dark-coloured bra. Wolfgang watched her reach around behind herself to undo it and his pulse quickened. But that was as far as she got. There was a sharp intake of breath. Audrey stood there, a motionless figure in the dark.
‘What is it?’ he asked.
Instead of answering, Audrey scrambled over the wall and set off towards the black line of trees.
‘Audrey? Where are you going?’ Wolfgang called after her.
She didn’t answer. Already she was twenty metres away, moving fast across the grey expanse of lawn. She didn’t have her stick! Wolfgang splashed over to the side of the pool and clambered out. He stepped over the wall into the gravel, feeling it sharp beneath his soft bare feet. Ouch! Ouch! Ouch! It was a relief to reach the grass. Already Audrey was halfway to the trees, a pale shape gliding through the darkness. She seemed almost to be running. Wolfgang followed her at a fast walk, not sure whether to call out again or not. Not sure what to do. There was an air of unreality about the whole situation. Moments ago Audrey had been calmly undressing in front of him – how far would she have gone? – now she was zigzagging across the lawn wearing only her shorts and bra. What on earth was she doing? Every few paces she changed direction. Now she was moving directly away from him, now she veered left, now right. Suddenly she swung completely around and for several seconds she came directly towards him, before swerving abruptly to the right. Wolfgang turned too, and hurried after her. She had travelled in a big circle; now she was heading back towards the fountain.
‘Look out!’ Wolfgang cried too late.
There were a number of bench seats set on concrete pads in the lawn facing the fountain, and it was with one of these that Audrey collided. From ten metres away, Wolfgang heard her grunt of pain. He saw her topple forwards over the back of the seat, her momentum carrying her all the way across and rolling her onto the ground on the other side.
Moments later he was kneeling next to her. ‘Audrey, are you okay?’
‘Of course I’m not okay!’ she snapped. ‘It felt like a bus hit me. What did I run into?’
‘A seat. I tried to warn you.’
‘Help me up.’
Wolfgang hadn’t been sure if he should touch her – she was only half dressed. He awkwardly slid one hand beneath her back, with the other he gripped her far shoulder. Her skin felt hot and moist. Carefully he lifted her into a sitting position.
‘Where does it hurt?’ he asked.
Audrey pushed the hair back off her face. ‘All over. God, I’m such an idiot!’
‘What happened?’
‘I ran into a freaking garden seat.’
‘Before that. Why were you running round like that?’
‘Do me a favour, Wolfgang. Don’t ask.’
But he had asked. ‘Are you okay to stand up?’
‘Not yet. Let’s get me onto the seat first.’
Wolfgang helped her up onto the wooden seat. She thanked him and bent forward with her head in her hands. He crouched next to her, not quite sure where to put his own hands. He touched her bare shoulder. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Pretty stupid, actually.’
‘Does anything feel broken?’
‘I don’t think so,’ Audrey said through her fingers. ‘Just a few bumps and bruises. I’m embarrassed, more than anything.’
‘I’ll get your shirt.’
When she was dressed again, Wolfgang sat on the seat beside her. She fumbled sideways, taking hold of his hand. ‘You must think I’m a head case,’ she said.
‘I don’t.’
She squeezed his fingers. ‘You’re the only one, then. Did you bring your smokes?’
‘No.’
‘I forgot mine too,’ she said dully. ‘Wolfgang, you didn’t see anything, did you?’
‘No. It was too dark. Anyway, I was looking the other way.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘When you took your shirt off.’
‘Not that,’ Audrey said impatiently. ‘Back there on the lawn. Was anything there?’
‘Only you,’ he said.
‘Me and my imagination.’ She let out a long, low sigh. ‘Wolfgang, do you believe in God?’
‘I guess so.’
‘Sometimes I hate Him. I mean, why did He do this to me?’
Wolfgang gazed up at the stars and thought of his own cleft palate, his father’s dementia, Audrey’s blindness. ‘It was because of the coma, wasn’t it?’
She released his hand. ‘I stopped breathing for ten minutes. It damaged the part of my brain that affects sight. And they called it a miracle when I woke up.’
‘It was a kind of miracle,’ Wolfgang said. ‘Waking up after two years in a coma.’
‘Waking up blind,’ Audrey said bitterly.
‘At least you woke up.’
‘They should never have brought me back.’
‘I thought you came out of it on your own,’ he said.
‘I’m not talking about the coma.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘The pool,’ she whispered. ‘They should have let me drown.’
Wolfgang knew she didn’t mean it. She was just feeling sorry for herself. He didn’t blame her. Leaning over, her kissed her on the curl of her ear. ‘But then I wouldn’t have a girlfriend.’
‘A loony one,’ said Audrey, pushing him gently but firmly away. ‘One who sees angels.’














































43
Audrey didn’t speak except to answer questions, and even then her replies were terse and often monosyllabic. She had become moody and withdrawn.
‘Just drop it, would you!’ she snapped when Wolfgang asked about the angels.
As she had on the way in, Audrey guided him through the forested section of the botanical gardens. But she refused Wolfgang’s guiding arm when they emerged onto Millar Street. She used her stick instead. He followed her along the footpath, feeling rejected and confused. Why was she taking it out on him? At the traffic lights he made the mistake of suggesting they cross Acacia Street first, since the lights were already showing green that way. Without a word, Audrey found the metal pole for the traffic signals with her stick and thumped the button for the Millar Street crossing. She led him all the way back to Ironbark Place without once having to ask him for directions.
Outside her house, Audrey mumbled good night and tapped her way up the stairs to the front door without kissing him.
Bitch! Wolfgang mouthed silently after her as the door clicked softly closed on the strip of light from inside. And then felt guilty for thinking it. She’d hurt herself, that’s why she was in a bad mood. He hoped it was because she had hurt herself. Then he felt guilty for thinking that, too.
He was home by midnight. So much for his plans of becoming Audrey’s nocturnal companion. He was annoyed with himself for having Mrs Lonsdale rearrange his work timetable. Afternoons for the next week. He’d be losing three hours work each day; losing three hours pay for nothing. He would have to keep Keith’s nine hundred and fifty dollars, after all. As compensation. It didn’t seem fair that he should lose money over this. Over Keith’s loony daughter. Nocturnal. Sees angels. She’d done him a favour tonight by shutting him out of her life. He was better off without her.
But it took him nearly two hours to get to sleep. His mind would not close down. It kept replaying images of Audrey kissing him, of Audrey holding his hand, of Audrey unbuttoning her shirt on the fountain’s edge. And when he woke at ten minutes past ten in the morning to hear the phone ringing in the hallway, Wolfgang’s heart leapt in anticipation.
Please let it be her! he thought.
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Wolfgang stood in the hallway in his boxer shorts, the phone pressed hard against his ear.
‘What do you mean, nothing was in it?’
‘There was a specimen envelope wrapped in bubble wrap, but nothing was inside it,’ Dr Karalis repeated. ‘You must have packed the wrong envelope by mistake.’
‘Impossible. I only had one envelope. Are you sure there was nothing inside it?’
‘I’ve got it right here in front of me. It’s empty.’
Wolfgang rubbed the corner of his left eye. He had been half asleep when his mother called him to the phone a minute ago, but now he was fully awake. ‘It must have fallen out,’ he said.
‘The envelope was taped closed,’ said Dr Karalis.
‘It could have fallen out after you opened it.’
‘I opened it here on my desk, Wolfgang. Nothing fell out.’
In his mind’s eye, Wolfgang saw himself at his own desk on Thursday morning, using a pair of white plastic tweezers to slip the wing into the envelope, and then sealing the envelope with a small rectangle of Sellotape. ‘I don’t get this,’ he said. ‘The wing was in there.’
‘Well it’s not there now,’ said Dr Karalis.
‘Someone at the post office must have stolen it. Did the package look like it had been opened?’
‘Not that I noticed.’
‘I sent it registered. Damn! Someone must have thought something valuable was in there and stolen it.’
‘Wolfgang, I really don’t think anyone would bother to steal a butterfly wing.’
‘It was in there,’ Wolfgang said stubbornly. ‘I’d stake my life on it.’
There was a short pause before Dr Karalis spoke again. ‘You could go down to the post office and talk to them, I suppose. You might be able to claim insurance.’
Wolfgang didn’t care about insurance, it was the black wing that mattered. Whoever stole it must have known something about butterflies.
Dad! he thought suddenly.
He tried to reconstruct the events of Thursday morning. What had he done between packaging the wing and posting it? His mother had asked him to put the recycling out, then on the way back in from the street he’d popped into the shed to sort out his collecting gear for later and had wound up fixing a hole in one of his nets. He’d been out of the house for how long? Fifteen or twenty minutes. Where was the package with the wing in it while he was doing this? On the bench in the kitchen. He had taken it in there looking for the heavy-duty parcel tape to seal the CD mailer, but his mother had interrupted him to do the recycling before he got the job done. Which meant the mailer had sat on the kitchen bench for all that time, unsealed. His father must have opened it, taken the wing out of the envelope, then replaced the empty envelope in the mailer. Sneaky old bastard.
‘Are you still there?’ asked a voice in Wolfgang’s ear.
‘Yeah. Sorry.’ The telephone felt sweaty in his palm. What did it matter anyway if the first wing was missing? ‘I’ve got another one, Doctor Karalis.’
‘Another wing?’ the scientist asked, surprised.
‘Another black butterfly – a complete specimen. I caught it in one of my traps the other day.’
‘Is it alive?’
‘No. I killed it and set it,’ Wolfgang said. There was no need to mention his father’s involvement – the silly old fool wouldn’t remember anything about it anyway. ‘It’s in perfect condition, Doctor Karalis. No scale loss or anything. It’s completely black, forewings and hind wings. There’s nothing like it in any of my books. I’m positive it’s a new species.’
‘Can you send it to me?’
Wolfgang scratched his armpit. ‘I ... I ... I’d really rather not take the risk. Not after what happened to the wing.’
‘Wolfgang, if you want this butterfly of yours identified, I really need to see it,’ the scientist said.
‘What if I bring it down to you?’ Wolfgang asked. ‘I could come down tomorrow on the train.’
‘You could, I suppose, but it’s a lot of trouble to go to.’
‘It might be a new species, Doctor Karalis.’
‘Let’s just wait and see, shall we?’
Wolfgang tried to ignore the scientist’s condescending tone. ‘I’ll catch the early train because I have to be back for work in the afternoon. I should be there by about ten o’clock.’
‘That’s fine,’ Dr Karalis said. ‘Find your way to the science department and leave it at reception.’
‘Won’t you be there?’
‘I’m going away for a few days. Just leave it at reception and I’ll take a look at it when I get back.’
Wolfgang felt diminished. Dr Karalis didn’t even want to meet him. ‘When will you be back?’
‘Next Monday.’
‘I’ll come down on Monday, then.’
‘If that’s what you really want to do,’ said the scientist. ‘But you could save yourself a lot of bother, Wolfgang, by simply putting the thing in the post.’
It wasn’t a thing, it was a butterfly. A butterfly that had never been seen before. A species unknown to science. Lepidoptera Mulqueen.
I want to see your face when you first lay eyes on it, Doctor I-know-every-butterfly-in-the-world Karalis, Wolfgang thought as he put down the phone. I want to see you eat humble pie.
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There was nobody in Audrey’s spot beneath the peppercorn tree that afternoon. Wolfgang wasn’t surprised. The weather had changed. After two weeks of fine, settled weather, a hot northerly wind had sprung up. Sweeping down from the drought-ravaged Mallee to the north, it carried with it a fine cumulus of dust that turned the sky brown and reddened the sun. The air tasted gritty and smelled of dirt; it stung the eyes. By mid-afternoon fewer than two dozen people, nearly all of them children, remained at the pool. The only adult was a one-legged man wearing a yellow life vest kicking himself in monotonous circles out near the centre.
‘Do you think he’s hoping his leg’ll grow back?’ Michael Hobson asked snidely.
Because there were so few patrons, Mrs Lonsdale had set him and Wolfgang the task of cleaning debris from the pool.
‘It’s not the leg,’ said Wolfgang, leaning out over the edge to chase a gum wrapper along the bottom with his long-handled pool net. ‘He’s got bowel cancer.’
Michael screwed up his face against a gust of wind. ‘Gross! It beats me why they don’t close the place down. All the germs and diseases that must be floating round in this water.’
‘Cancer isn’t contagious.’
‘Nah. But a lot of other stuff is. Did you see that chick yesterday with scabs all over her face and neck?’
‘Those were burns,’ Wolfgang said.
‘How do you know that?’
‘Her mother told me. She and some friends went camping and some idiot threw petrol on the fire.’
Michael pulled his net out of the water and bashed some debris out of it onto the grass. ‘You’re incredible, Hulk. Where do you get all this stuff?’
‘People talk to me. Pilgrims. I’m the first person they see when they get here and a lot of them want to know about wheelchair access or what they’re allowed to wear in the water – things like that. Sometimes they tell me a bit about themselves.’
‘So what’s with hippo-girl?’ asked Michael.
‘She’s blind.’
‘Well, we all know that, Einstein. Why does she come here every day? I’ve never seen her go near the water.’
Wolfgang scooped up a dark triangular leaf floating against the padded edging at the bottom of the pool’s fifty-metre slope. ‘She likes it here.’
‘I think there’s something else that makes her come here,’ Michael said.
‘And what’s that?’ asked Wolfgang, turning his net inside out to free the leaf.
‘It’s standing right beside me.’
‘Don’t talk crap.’
‘She was here this morning,’ Michael said, ‘looking for you.’
Wolfgang stopped what he was doing. ‘Really?’
‘It was me she talked to. When I told her you weren’t here, she turned round and marched right on out of here.’
‘Did she have her dog?’ Wolfgang asked, carefully protecting what he held in his hand from the wind.
Michael leaned forward to see what he was holding. ‘No, she had a white cane. What’s that you’ve got there, Hulk?’
‘A butterfly wing.’
‘Pretty ugly butterfly,’ Michael said. ‘Or is it just black because it’s wet?’


It was a forewing. Wolfgang’s initial reaction was to assume it was the same wing he had found on the radiator of the Range Rover – the wing his father had twice stolen – until he looked closely and realised it was a left wing. The lost one had been a right wing. Were they a pair? Could they have come from the same butterfly? It would be a huge coincidence, but it was possible.
As soon as he arrived home Wolfgang measured it with his vernier and compared its dimensions with those of the first specimen, carefully recorded in his field notebook. The second wing was larger by 2400 micrometres from its base to its apex, and 1400 micrometres broader. Different butterflies. Which meant, counting the complete specimen his father had caught, there had been three of them. Three black butterflies in two weeks. They were quite common. So why had nobody ever seen one?
Wolfgang searched the whole house for the other wing – including all the rubbish bins – but found nothing. His addle-brained father, of course, could remember nothing about it. Not that it mattered now. Wolfgang had a whole butterfly to show Dr Karalis on Monday, as well as the wing he’d found today at the pool. It was more than enough to prove to science that a new species had been discovered. By me, Wolfgang thought. He would be part of history.
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Thursday was the second hottest January day on record. In the north of the state the temperatures soared to almost fifty degrees. New Lourdes recorded a maximum of forty-five. The dust storm had passed but the day was so hot that those who came to the pool could only stay out in the sun for short periods of time. Most crowded beneath the sun umbrellas or in the thin strip of shade along the east side of the changing sheds. The spot beneath the peppercorn tree, where Audrey usually lay, was a thicket of bodies and limbs. But no Audrey, again. Wolfgang wondered how she was. How Campbell was. But he wasn’t going to phone her. It was up to her to make the next move. She owed him an apology after the way she’d behaved the other night: for stopping speaking to him and then barely saying goodnight before she went inside. For not kissing him. That was twice now that Audrey had flipped out for no apparent reason, and both times it had happened when they’d gone for walks at night. Nocturnal. Sees angels. She was a nut case. More trouble than she was worth, Wolfgang had told himself repeatedly over the past few days. But he kept waiting, hoping, praying for the phone to ring.


Mark Cowan and Steve Taylor arrived late in the afternoon. Steve flashed a season pass then slipped it back below counter-level to Mark.
‘I saw that,’ Wolfgang said.
Mark held up the pass anyway. ‘How was your Christmas, Wolfman?’
‘Bit slow. How was yours? I thought you were at the beach.’
‘Came back on Tuesday. Didn’t want to miss Stevo’s party.’
‘What party?’
‘It’s for my brother,’ said Steve. ‘He’s going back to Singapore on Sunday. Want to come?’
‘Sure. When is it?’
‘Tomorrow night.’
‘Do I need to bring anything?’
‘It’s BYO drinks. Do you reckon you could score a bottle of Jack Daniel’s?’
Wolfgang frowned. ‘Won’t your parents be there?’
‘Course they will.’ Steve gave him a toothy grin. ‘But how are they to know what a guy’s got in his Coke?’ he asked innocently.
After Steve and Mark had gone in, both without paying (Wolfgang knew the pass belonged to Steve’s little sister, Merri), Wolfgang worried about the Jack Daniel’s. He had never bought alcohol. He might look twenty years old, but he felt sixteen. If he went to a bottle shop he was sure he’d be asked for proof of his age. All they would do was refuse to serve him, but Wolfgang wasn’t willing to risk the embarrassment of being turned away. There was enough embarrassment in his life already – thanks to his cleft palate, thanks to his geriatric parents. So he was left with only one option.
There wasn’t any Jack Daniel’s in his father’s liquor cabinet, but Wolfgang found an unopened bottle of Dimple Scotch Whisky right at the back. Not bourbon, but it would have to do. He slipped it into his backpack, along with a large bottle of Coke he’d bought on his way home from the pool, then set off on his bicycle for Steve Taylor’s place.
He was the first guest to arrive. Mrs Taylor directed him to the garage where he found Steve and his father breaking bags of ice into three eskies. Steve’s thirteen-year-old sister, Merri, was sitting cross-legged on a plastic chair with a black and white puppy in her lap.
‘Wolfman!’ Steve greeted him. ‘Got anything that needs chilling?’
‘Just some Coke,’ Wolfgang replied. He hooked it out of his backpack, careful not to reveal the whisky. ‘Hullo, Mr Taylor.’
‘Good to see you, Big W,’ said Steve’s father. Mr Taylor was their soccer coach and sometimes umpired school basketball tournaments. ‘Steve tells me you’re working at the pool these days.’
‘Just for the summer.’
‘I envy you on a day like this. Apparently it reached forty-eight.’
Wolfgang had heard forty-five, but he didn’t correct him. ‘I don’t actually get to swim,’ he said.
‘What? I’d go to my union if I were you,’ Mr Taylor said lightly. He popped a piece of ice into his mouth and crunched on it. ‘You do look a bit hot. Been working out?’
‘I rode my bike here.’
‘Phew! Get yourself a drink, champ.’
There was a crate of beer glasses on the end of the trestle table beside Merri’s chair. Wolfgang filled one with Coke. ‘Cute puppy. How old is he?’
‘She,’ said Merri, who was a fuller-lipped, slightly slimmer version of her older brother. ‘She’s eight weeks. We got her for Christmas.’
‘What’s her name?’
‘Audrey.’
‘Audrey?’ Wolfgang echoed, feeling the heat rise in his face.
‘Dad’s idea.’ Merri rolled her eyes dramatically towards the corrugated iron ceiling. ‘He named her after some old film star from about a hundred years ago.’
‘Audrey Hepburn,’ said Mr Taylor. ‘And for your information, Miss Smartypants, she was still making films in the sixties.’
‘That’s nearly a hundred years ago.’
Wolfgang waited for someone to say something about Audrey Babacan, but the moment passed.
‘Hey Wolfman, let’s go inside,’ Steve said to him.
They made a detour through the kitchen where Steve took a can of Pepsi from the fridge, then the two of them went to his bedroom. As soon as the door was closed, Steve reached for Wolfgang’s backpack. ‘Let’s see what you brung, pardner.’
Wolfgang showed him the Dimple. ‘It was all I could get,’ he said apologetically.
Steve broke the seal and sniffed from the big rounded bottle. ‘You did good,’ he said. He took his can to the window, pushed open the flywire and poured a stream of Pepsi into the thicket of hibiscus growing just outside. Then he topped up his can with whisky. ‘We’s gunna have us a party tonight!’
‘When’s Cowie getting here?’
‘Shouldn’t be too long.’ Steve watched Wolfgang drink off half of his Coke to make room for several generous fingers of Dimple. ‘That stuff’s top shelf, Wolfman. Where’d you score it?’
‘The old man donated it.’ Wolfgang sniffed his drink, then took a small mouthful. Powerful! ‘I think they gave it to him when he retired. It’s been sitting in the cupboard ever since. I figured we’d better drink it before it went off.’
Steve raised his can in a toast. ‘To your old man.’
‘To my old, old man!’ Wolfgang said.
It was easier if you joked about it.
The other guests didn’t begin arriving until nearly nine o’clock. Most were friends or former classmates of Steve’s twenty-four-year-old brother, Darryl, who worked for a bank in Singapore and had been home on two weeks holiday. There were a few adult relatives as well. Wolfgang, Steve and Mark – and Merri, who had attached herself to their group once Audrey, the puppy, had been put to bed in her basket in the laundry – were left largely to themselves. They had claimed the small gazebo at the edge of the lawn. It was unlit; no one could see them. Only twenty metres from the open garage door, they were having a little party of their own. Whenever they needed another drink, they simply slipped in to the kitchen for another can of Pepsi, then to Steve’s bedroom to top it up with Dimple. By nine-thirty they were becoming quite reckless. On his most recent trip inside, Steve had poured the remainder of the whisky into Wolfgang’s empty 1.25 litre Coke bottle and smuggled it out under his T-shirt.
‘It sucks that you don’t have a pool,’ said Mark, topping up his Pepsi can with whisky.
Steve blew softly into his own can, producing a low, mournful wail. ‘We had a pool at our last house.’
‘Not much good to us tonight, Stevo.’
‘Have you got a pool, Wolfsiegang?’ asked Merri. On three occasions over the past hour she had sworn solemnly to her brother that she was drinking nothing but straight Cola, but Wolfgang was beginning to wonder.
‘I don’t have a pool,’ he said, taking great care to enunciate each word slowly and clearly, ‘but I work at a pool.’
This made them all laugh, so he repeated it. It was even funnier the second time.
Merri gripped his arm. ‘You should be working tonight, Wolfsiegang.’
‘The pool’s closed.’
‘I know. But if it wasn’t.’
‘If it wasn’t ...’ he said slowly, thinking it through. ‘If it wasn’t closed, I wouldn’t be here.’
They all laughed again. Steve was first to recover.
‘Neither would the rest of us,’ he said.
‘Why not?’
‘Because we’d all be at the freaking pool, wouldn’t we?’
Mark held his T-shirt away from his body and flapped it to circulate the air between it and his bare skin. ‘I can’t remember it ever being this hot.’
‘Forty-eight degrees,’ said Steve.
‘Forty-five, actually,’ Wolfgang corrected him.
‘Jeez, listen to the scientist!’
‘I’m not a scientist,’ said Wolfgang, thinking of Dr Karalis.
‘You’re a piss artist.’
‘So are you.’
‘Chill out, guys,’ said Mark.
‘How can we chill out,’ asked Steve, ‘when it’s forty-eight degrees?’
‘Forty-five,’ Wolfgang said.
‘Forty-eight.’
‘Forty-five.’
‘Forty-eight.’
‘Forty-five.’
It became a competition, then a joke.
‘Anyway,’ someone said when the giggling had died down, ‘it’s cooler now.’
‘Doesn’t feel cooler,’ said Steve.
Wolfgang raised his can to his mouth and was surprised to find it empty. ‘I’ve got a key to the pool,’ he heard himself say.
‘Have you got it with you?’
He reached into his pocket for his key ring, then remembered he’d removed the bright orange master key a few days earlier. He didn’t want to be seen with it when he opened his locker at work. ‘It’s at home.’
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His mother had left the porch light on, but otherwise the house was in darkness. Wolfgang congratulated himself for being so quiet as he felt his way along the hall towards his bedroom. It proved he wasn’t drunk (a drunk person would be noisy). Only when he had closed the door did he turn on the light (a drunk person would have turned it on first). He looked around the room. Nothing had been moved. But just to make sure, he carried the chair over to the wardrobe, climbed carefully onto it and checked in the suitcase. The black butterfly (his beautiful black butterfly) was still there. Wolfgang stepped down from the chair with great precision, without so much as a wobble (a drunk person would have lost his balance and fallen). He was fully in control. Fully in control but confused. What was he doing here? He’d come home to get something. The pool key! he remembered. Mark and Steve were meeting him at the pool. Wolfgang removed his shorts and kicked off his boxers, then hunted around for his bathers. He had to sit down on his bed to pull them on. His reflection grinned at him from the mirror on the back of his wardrobe door. ‘Boo!’ he said to it. The scar on his lip glistened pink beneath a sheen of perspiration. He should grow a moustache. I will grow a moustache, he thought, pleased with the idea. Then no one, not even Audrey’s sister, would question his age.
The orange key was in his bottom drawer, pushed inside a pair of balled-up football socks. Wolfgang threaded it back onto his key ring. When he tried to slip them into his pocket, he discovered his bathers were inside-out. It made no difference – they had no pockets anyway. Should he bring a towel? He was being very meticulous about this. Very sober. (He wasn’t drunk.) The other two had drunk most of the whisky anyway, and Merri as well. One bottle of whisky between four of them – it wasn’t really a lot. Not enough to make them drunk. Now ... what was he looking for?
‘Over here!’ Steve called softly. Wolfgang freewheeled his damaged bicycle – click-scrape, click-scrape – over to the three dark figures that had emerged from the trees at the edge of the car park. It confused him that there were three of them. ‘I thought just you and Mark ...’
‘Merri wanted to come, too. What took you so long?’
‘Ran over a cat.’
Merri gasped. ‘Was it hurt?’
‘Who cares about the frigging cat?’ Wolfgang said. ‘Look what it did to me!’
He leaned his bike against one of the trees and held up his grazed right arm. It was too dark to see the extent of the injury, but judging from the pain it was pretty bad. Without warning, Wolfgang’s knees buckled and he staggered heavily into Mark.
‘Hey, careful man!’
‘Thorry. I better thit down.’ He lowered himself onto the concrete kerbing at the edge of the car park. ‘Woh!’ he said, turning his neck experimentally from one side to the other, then blinking his eyes to clear his vision. For a moment – perhaps half a second – everything had turned black.
The others stood around him, a fence of legs against the lights across at the pool entrance.
‘Are you okay?’ asked someone – a girl.
‘Yeah.’
‘Are you sure?’
Steve’s little sister, he remembered. Merri.
‘Be all right in a minute. Just give me a minute, okay?’
‘Can’t hold your drink, Mulqueen,’ Steve teased him.
‘I wondered who hogged all that whisky,’ said Mark.
Their voices seemed to come from a great distance away.
‘It’th not that,’ Wolfgang said, speaking slowly and carefully. He still felt strange. ‘I think I landed on my head when I came off my bike.’
‘Can you stand?’
‘Think tho.’
Mark and Steve helped him to his feet. They supported him, one on either side.
‘You’ll be okay as soon as you get in the water,’ he heard Mark say.
‘Did you bring the key?’ asked Steve.
‘It’th in my backpack.’
‘Where’s your backpack?’
‘On my back.’
‘No it isn’t.’
‘Here it is,’ said Merri, picking it up off the ground.
With Steve and Mark taking most of his weight, Wolfgang limped slowly across the shadowy car park towards the pool entry. His head felt clear now but his grazed arm felt like it was on fire.
‘Th-tupid cat ran th-traight out in front of me,’ he said. ‘I wath halfway down Lithgow Road, on the steep bit. Wham! Went right over the handlebarth.’
‘Poor cat,’ Merri said behind them.
‘Cats are tough,’ said her brother.
‘Anyway,’ Mark said, ‘it’ll still have eight more lives to fall back on.’
‘Hey, nobody worry about me,’ said Wolfgang.
‘You?’ Steve gave a little snort. ‘You’re just drunk.’
‘I am not. Anyway, I’m okay now. I can walk on my own.’
They released him and Wolfgang shuffled the final few metres to the pool gate unsupported. Whatever had come over him had passed. Inside the gate, a row of three fluorescent tubes in protective wire cages shone down from the ceiling of the covered entryway. Lit up by their light, Wolfgang felt exposed and vulnerable as he crouched over his backpack searching for the keys. Anyone driving along Millar Street would be able to see them.
‘Woh!’ Steve said suddenly, causing Wolfgang to jump. ‘Look at his helmet!’
‘Hooley dooley!’ said Mark.
‘What about my helmet?’
‘It’s totalled, man!’
Wolfgang reached up to undo his helmet, but his fingers wouldn’t cooperate. ‘Will thomeone give me a hand?’
‘Man, you’re totally wasted!’ Mark giggled.
‘Am not. I hardly had any compared to you guyth.’
It was Merri who crouched down and carefully unclipped the helmet’s chinstrap. ‘Lucky you had it on,’ she said.
Wolfgang thanked her and removed the helmet. He watched his hands bring it down into view. They didn’t seem to be his own hands. Neither did the helmet look familiar. Mark hadn’t been exaggerating: a large section of the red and black plastic covering had been shredded, exposing a fist-sized triangle of badly scored polystyrene imprinted with an acne of pebbles and tar.
‘How’s your head?’ Mark asked.
Still kneeling on the hard concrete, Wolfgang ran his fingers gingerly through his sweaty hair. There was a slight throbbing behind his eyes, but that was probably from the whisky. ‘Feelth okay,’ he said. Then he added, to make a joke out of it, ‘Apart from the thpinning.’
A car passed along Millar Street and they all ducked down.
‘Let’s get inside,’ Steve whispered. ‘Where the heck’s that key, Wolfman?’
‘Dunno,’ he said. It seemed beyond his capabilities to search for it. He pushed the backpack in Steve’s direction. ‘In there thomewhere.’
Steve found the key and opened the gate. Mark helped Wolfgang to his feet and the four of them hurried inside. As he passed the ticket window, Wolfgang called ahead to Steve and Mark, ‘Have you got your Theathon Patheth?’ and both of them laughed. It was a good joke. He felt pleased with himself for being able to joke at a time like this – so soon after nearly dying. His skinned arm was killing him.
There was only one light on inside the pool enclosure and that was down the far end, near the men’s changing rooms. It provided just enough light to see by, but not so much that they ran the risk of being seen from outside. Only if someone came right up to the fence could they be seen, and that seemed unlikely. It was the middle of the night.
Wolfgang was the only one who’d brought bathers. Steve and Mark stripped down to their underpants, Merri went in fully clothed. The two boys whooped loudly after they’d jumped in. ‘It’s awesome,’ Steve said. Then he began swimming up the slope of the water towards the high end. Merri splashed Mark and he dived down and tripped her up. She shrieked and yelled ‘Stop it!’ as he dragged her beneath the water’s dark surface. Wolfgang could tell she didn’t mind. She was a nice kid. He felt happy watching them, happy and superior. I’ll phone tomorrow, he thought. First thing in the morning, I’ll phone Audrey.
‘Wolfie, are you coming in?’ Merri was calling to him.
He stripped off his T-shirt, then sat down on the side of the pool to remove his sneakers. He dipped one foot in the water. It was cool, but not too cool. Merri tried splashing him but she was too far away to pose any threat.
‘Jutht you wait!’ he said playfully.
The helmet was lying beside him, next to his backpack and T-shirt and sneakers. His lucky helmet. It had saved his life. Wolfgang put it on. His fingers were slow and uncooperative; it took him some time to align the stiff plastic catches and click them together. Finally he was ready. He’d intended to impress Merri and the others by diving in – he was quite a good diver – but now he wondered about the advisability of doing so while wearing a bicycle helmet. It might hurt his neck or something. Instead, he slid into the water feet first. It wasn’t spectacular, but it was the more prudent option. Someone whose judgement had been impaired by too much alcohol might have risked a dive, but not Wolfgang.
‘What’s with the hat?’ asked Mark, a dark head out near the centre of the pool.
Wolfgang bent his knees until the water came up to his chin. ‘It’th a new kind of life jacket,’ he said. ‘I’m going to patent it.’
That was clever, he thought. He felt pleased with himself. Happy. The water was wonderfully cool after the almost unnatural heat of the night air. He let it caress him. His head had stopped throbbing and his grazed elbow no longer burned. In the distance, he could hear the low thrum of the big electric motor in the pump house; it sounded almost like a heartbeat. Wolfgang yawned, blinked, shook his head. A grey mist seemed to have fallen over him; he found himself struggling to keep his eyes open. The sensation took him by surprise. It was the whisky. He’d had too much whisky. It would be so nice just to go with it, Wolfgang thought, almost surrendering to the urge to sleep. Be so nice to be home in bed.
Audrey came splashing towards him across the fountain pond in the botanical gardens. She wore shorts and a black bra. Her expression was fierce. ‘Wait for what?’ she asked, in the voice of someone much younger.
Wolfgang snapped his eyes open. Merri stood chest deep in the pool two and a half metres from him, her head and narrow shoulders silhouetted against the light in front of the changing block.
‘Whaa?’ he said.
‘I thought you were going to get me back.’
‘Get you back?’
‘For splashing you.’
‘Oh. Yeah. Thure,’ he said, finally catching on. He flicked a handful of spray in her direction. It barely reached her, but Merri squealed as if she’d been hit by a fire hose.
‘Right!’ she shrieked. ‘You asked for it, buster!’
It quickly developed into a contest. Hands splashed, water flew. Soon they were both laughing, gasping, breathless. Wolfgang, much larger and stronger, began to drive Merri back. Finally she dived and came at him beneath the water, but he was ready for her. As soon as she surfaced, barely a metre short of him, Wolfgang hit her with a frenzied, two-handed barrage of flying water. Merri took a loud gasping breath and went under again. He stood, right arm poised, waiting for her to resurface, but Merri changed her tactics. Staying underwater, she grabbed him around the calves and tried to trip him up. Wolfgang braced himself, feet planted wide on the pool’s smooth concrete bottom, and waited for her to run out of breath. As soon as she came up for air he would let her have it. But Merri was determined. Discovering she couldn’t trip him, she moved her grip higher, digging her small sharp fingers into the backs of his knees. It hurt! Wolfgang shied away from her and felt his feet slip out from under him. He fell backwards. There was a jarring thump, his whole head seemed to explode, then the water rose up around him and extinguished the stars.
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‘Let go of me!’ They were all around him. The night was filled with underwater hands, knees and feet bumping against legs, a cyclone of ragged, gasping breaths. He pushed someone forcefully in the chest.
‘Take it easy!’ cried Mark.
‘I’m sorry, Wolfgang,’ Merri said behind him.
‘This isn’t fair! Three against one!’
Steve’s mouth was right next to his ear, each word a warm rush of air. ‘We’re trying to help you, you prick!’
‘Trying to drown me, more like it.’
Someone’s toenail gouged him in the shin. He lashed out with his knee and felt a soft, satisfying impact.
‘Hey, take it easy!’ squealed Mark.
‘Just get your frigging hands off me!’
He felt himself released.
‘I’m sorry,’ Merri said.
Someone hawked loudly and spat.
‘Can you stand up?’ Steve asked.
‘Course I can frigging stand up!’
He had to extend his arms for balance. They were up the high end of the pool; the water came up nearly to his shoulders. He was half floating. Mark, Steve and Merri formed a semi-circle around him with just their heads above the surface; their faces were largely indiscernible in the semi-darkness of the unlit pool.
‘I’m sorry, Wolfgang,’ Merri said for the third or fourth time.
He blinked and saw a swirl of white flashing lights behind his eyelids. They seemed, in the half second they were there, vaguely butterfly-shaped.
‘You scared us half to death,’ said Steve, still short of breath.
‘I scared you? Hey, who was it that dragged me all the way up here from the low end?’
‘Not us, Mr Houdini, Sir.’
‘How did you do it?’ asked Mark. ‘You must have been underwater for, like, five minutes!’
Steve was treading water. ‘You completely disappeared, man!’
‘Into thin air,’ said Mark.
‘Into thin water,’ said Steve. ‘Where did you go? We spent maybe ten minutes looking for you.’
Wolfgang used a fingertip to clear water out of one ear. Both Steve and Mark seemed drunk. He was surprised at how sober he felt. He’d stopped lisping. ‘Mark said five minutes.’
‘Hell, who cares how long it was? You just weren’t anywhere, Wolfman. We crisscrossed the pool like a hundred times and we couldn’t find you. Then suddenly, after we’d all given up hope of ever seeing your ugly mug again, you popped up large as life here in the deep end.’
Merri had begun sobbing and was having difficulty speaking. ‘I was so ... scared Wolfgang. I didn’t mean to ... to ... to trip you. I’m sorry.’
‘It was five minutes, tops,’ said Mark.
Steve let out a loud, exaggerated sigh. ‘Okay, five minutes, Mr Timekeeper. Long enough, anyway, for a normal person to drown.’
‘The only thing ... left was ... was ... your helmet,’ sobbed Merri.
Wolfgang touched his wet hair. ‘Where is it?’
‘Where’s what?’
‘My helmet.’
‘I think ...’ Merri sniffed loudly, then swallowed. ‘I think ... I left it in the office.’
‘What office?’ he asked.
‘Where you work.’
‘You were in the office?’
‘When we couldn’t find you, Steve said take the keys and find a phone.’
‘That’s right,’ said her brother. ‘Blame me, why don’t you!’
Wolfgang ignored him. ‘Did you phone anyone, Merri?’
‘I dialled triple zero. They’re sending an ambulance, I think.’
He swore softly.
‘I’m sorry!’ she wailed. ‘But we couldn’t find you, Wolfgang! You, like, completely disappeared!’
‘It’s okay, Merri,’ he said. He didn’t understand any of this. How could they be so stupid as to call an ambulance? ‘We’d better get out of here before anyone shows up.’
‘But I’ve never been in an ambulance,’ said Steve.
‘Do you think they’ll give us a lift home if we ask nicely?’ asked Mark.
‘You’ll get a ride in a divvy van,’ Wolfgang said. ‘We’re not supposed to be here, remember. I can’t believe you called an ambulance!’
‘We thought you’d drowned.’
‘Well I didn’t, did I? Let’s get out of here.’
‘Evacuate! Evacuate!’ cried Mark.
There was a scramble to reach the side of the pool. Steve and Mark got there first, hauled themselves out and went dashing off into the darkness making siren noises. Pair of galahs! Wolfgang thought as he followed Merri up the ladder. He felt surprisingly calm. Already he was composing a list of things to do on the way out: collect his clothes, his sneakers, his backpack; find his helmet; lock up. If they left anything behind, or if he left the door to the office or the gate open, Mrs Lonsdale was sure to remember the spare key she’d given him and he’d lose his job. My day job, Wolfgang thought. He wondered, in the peculiar state of self-composure that had settled over him, what Audrey was doing at that moment.
‘You didn’t tell them who we were, did you?’ he asked Merri as they hurried, dripping, along the strip of pale concrete beside the pool.
‘No. When they asked me, I just hung up.’
Good, he thought. They might think the call was a hoax and not send anyone.
He was wrong. Wolfgang had just pulled the gate closed behind them when a pair of headlights swung into the car park off Millar Street. The dazzling beams swept across the front of the building as he and Merri dashed for the cover of the trees. They barely made it. Wolfgang flattened himself behind a broad-trunked ironbark and pulled Merri in next to him. Tyres crunched to a standstill no more than ten metres away. A car door creaked open.
‘No sign of anybody.’
‘Check the gate.’
Two men. They were just around the other side of the tree. Wolfgang pressed his back against its rough bark as a torch beam darted here and there. He had one arm around his backpack and helmet, the other around Merri. He could feel her heartbeat.
‘It’s police,’ she whispered.
‘Shhhh!’
Footsteps moved away from them across the gravel. The gate rattled.
‘Locked,’ said one of the policemen.
‘Better check round the side,’ said the other. ‘They might have climbed in over the fence.’
‘Bloody kids! I told you it’d be a prank.’
‘You told me? What did I say when the call came in?’
They walked right past the tree. Wolfgang and Merri had to shuffle their way around its trunk, keeping it between them and the two policemen. He still had his arm around her. She was like a stick compared to Audrey. He loosened his grip.
‘What?’ she said.
‘Shhhh!’
Wolfgang peered cautiously around the tree. The policemen were forty metres away, flashing their torches through the wire at the pool. He felt an irrational stab of guilt. It was him they were looking for – his body, since he was supposed to have drowned – yet here he was in perfect health.
‘Merri,’ he whispered. ‘How long was I under water?’
‘I don’t know. Ages.’
It was weird. He must have blacked out again, some sort of delayed reaction from his bicycle accident. Concussion. But he felt okay now. In fact, he’d never felt so alive. So exhilarated. He poked his head back around the tree. The policemen had gone around the far end of the pool enclosure.
‘It’s all clear,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s get out of here before they come back.’
Mark and Steve were waiting in the shadows. They had hidden his bicycle in the shrubs at the edge of the car park where the police wouldn’t see it. The four of them walked together along Millar Street, Wolfgang pushing his bicycle, click-click-scrape, at the rear. He kept looking over his shoulder. When a taxi swung out of Elliot Street, they ducked down an alley beside the newsagency and waited for it to pass. Steve threw an empty drink can out onto the street just as the taxi swept by. Wolfgang told him not to be an idiot. The others laughed about it but he saw nothing funny in drawing attention to themselves. It was his job that was on the line, not Steve’s or Mark’s or Merri’s. All three of them seemed drunk, yet Wolfgang felt surprisingly sharp and clear-headed, as if he hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol all night. Weird. At the Acacia Street intersection, where normally he would turn too, Wolfgang said goodbye to the others and continued along Millar Street, just to get away from them.
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The kitchen light was on when Wolfgang wheeled his bike into the driveway. What could that mean? Perhaps his father had woken up and decided it was time for breakfast. The silly old bugger was inclined to lose track of time. A few weeks ago he’d gone missing at three in the morning and Wolfgang’s mother had found him in the middle of the back lawn with a pair of binoculars, searching for Halley’s comet; he thought the year was 1986.
Wolfgang’s parents were seated at the kitchen table in their pyjamas. They had teacups in front of them. A game of cricket was showing on the small television above the microwave, with the sound turned very low. Wolfgang didn’t know what to make of it. Why were his parents watching television in the middle of the night? He tried to sneak past the open doorway but his mother looked round at just the wrong moment.
‘There you are,’ she said. ‘Come and sit down.’
It was a command, not an invitation. Wolfgang glanced at the clock. Twenty-one minutes past eleven. Oops. He got himself a glass of water and joined his parents at the table.
‘Who’s winning?’ he asked.
‘It’s the first innings,’ said his father, engrossed in the game. ‘Ponting made another century.’
‘How many is that now?’
‘A hundred and five.’
‘I mean how many centuries has he made?’
‘It’s only the first innings.’
‘In his test career.’
‘Who?’
‘Ricky Ponting.’
‘He made another century,’ Leo said.
Wolfgang sighed. It was like talking to a two-year-old. He met his mother’s eyes across the table. ‘Sorry I’m late.’
‘Where have you been?’ she asked.
‘At Steve’s. I had a run-in with a cat on the way home and smashed my bike up a bit. That’s why I’m late.’
‘I wish you wouldn’t lie to us.’
‘I’m not lying, Mum. Look, when I came off my bike it took half the skin off my ...’ Wolfgang’s voice trailed away as he gazed incredulously at his elbow. There was not a mark on it. ‘I ... I ... I’ll get my helmet – it got really thcratched up.’
His mother looked tired. ‘Don’t bother,’ she said. ‘Just tell us where you’ve been.’
‘At Thteve’s!’ He lightly touched his elbow. It had been dark, but he’d been sure the skin was broken. He hadn’t imagined the burning pain. ‘I already told you about the party.’
‘Wolfgang, I happen to know you left the party several hours ago. Stephen’s mother was on the phone.’
He lowered his arm. ‘You rang Mrs Taylor?’
‘She rang here.’
Wolfgang’s father dragged his eyes from the television. ‘She told me you were at the pool.’
‘Leo, you didn’t even speak to her,’ Sylvia said.
‘Who said I was at the pool?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘The girl,’ said Leo.
‘It was her mother,’ Sylvia said, exasperated. ‘She was looking for the girl.’
‘You mean Merri?’ said Wolfgang.
His mother nodded. ‘She’s only a child, Wolfgang. Her parents were worried sick.’
‘We only went for a walk. Steve was there, too.’
‘Had you been drinking?’ Leo asked abruptly.
‘No.’
Sylvia glanced in her husband’s direction. ‘They found a whisky bottle in Stephen’s room, Wolfgang.’
‘Dimple Fine Old Scotch Whisky,’ Leo said, as if he was reading from a label. ‘Your friend has expensive taste.’
Wolfgang felt his heartbeat accelerate. His father could do this – switch from doddering old fool to fully lucid in the space of two seconds. Wolfgang wasn’t sure which version he preferred. ‘I wouldn’t know anything about what Thtephen’s got in hith room,’ he said. ‘We were outthide the whole time I was there.’
‘Here’s a coincidence,’ Leo said. ‘There’s a bottle of Dimple in the liquor cabinet. A retirement present from Joseph. Why don’t you go and get it for me, Wolfgang?’
‘Leo –’ said his wife.
‘Well?’ he said, ignoring her. ‘Wouldn’t you like to have a nightcap with your old man?’
‘I ... um ... don’t like whithky.’
‘That does surprise me,’ Leo said. He leaned across the table and beckoned Wolfgang to do likewise. ‘You know,’ he said confidingly, their faces barely twenty centimetres apart, ‘I could swear that’s whisky I can smell on your breath.’
I hate my father, Wolfgang thought. ‘You’re dead right, Dad: it is whisky. I stole it, okay? I stole your frigging whisky, the same as you stole my black butterfly wing.’
Leo’s face drained of all expression. ‘What black butterfly?’ he asked.
‘Wolfgang.’ Sylvia caught his eye and shook her head warningly. ‘We found the wing.’
‘He stole it again.’
‘What black butterfly?’ Leo repeated.
‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Sylvia.
‘Black, you say? Was it one of the crows?’
Wolfgang sighed. ‘I don’t know, Dad.’
Above the table, half a dozen flying ants spun around the light. Wolfgang wondered if they were like goldfish, if they had no memory and every revolution felt like it was the first. He shivered. Was Alzheimer’s hereditary?
‘Have the others gone home?’ Sylvia asked.
‘They should be there by now. And, Mum, don’t worry about Merri – she’s fine.’
‘Her mother was very worried.’
‘Nothing happened to her.’
‘Being a parent isn’t an easy job, Wolfgang.’
‘I know that.’
‘I think you should buy your father another bottle of whisky, don’t you?’
Wolfgang put a finger into his glass to rescue a winged ant captured on the water’s trembling surface. ‘I’ll give you the money for it.’
‘Don’t give it to me, give it to your father.’
‘Whatever,’ Wolfgang said. It felt strange having this conversation with his father right there. He carried the ant over to the sliding door and released it into the night.
‘Her name isn’t Mary,’ Leo said behind him.
‘Merri,’ he said. ‘As in Merry Christmas.’
‘Not her.’
It was pointless. ‘I’m off to bed now,’ Wolfgang said. ‘Good night, Mum. Good night, Dad.’
‘The coma girl.’
Wolfgang stopped in the kitchen doorway and turned around. ‘Audrey Babacan?’
‘She phoned while you were out,’ his father said.
Sylvia let out a weary sigh. ‘It was Lorraine Taylor. I was the one who spoke to her.’
‘I’m perfectly aware you spoke to Lorraine Taylor, dear. But the Babacan girl rang as well.’
‘When? I didn’t hear the phone.’
‘Perhaps you were in the bathroom,’ the old man said with an irritated shrug. ‘But I distinctly remember speaking to the Babacan girl.’
‘What did she want?’ Wolfgang asked.
‘To talk to you,’ his father said. ‘But when I told her you weren’t here, she said something about you being at the pool, and then – rude young woman – she hung up in my ear.’
Wolfgang looked down at his arm. A large area of skin just below his right elbow had begun to tingle.
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Wolfgang couldn’t sleep. He lay in bed staring up at the scatter of luminous stars, planets and meteors that decorated his bedroom ceiling. There was even a Southern Cross. His father had put them up for him on his fifth birthday. Eleven years ago Leo would have been in his mid-sixties, and Sylvia not far off fifty, yet Wolfgang had never thought of them as old until he started school and saw the other parents. It wasn’t fair to have children when you were old enough to be grandparents. When you couldn’t play soccer with your kids, or take them bodyboarding or hiking or bike riding. When you came to school interviews wearing an ancient brown suit jacket with leather buttons and asked your son’s teacher how could she teach English when she seemed incapable of correcting a ten-year-old’s punctuation and spelling? When you couldn’t even be trusted to pass on a phone message.
Why would Audrey have rung tonight if she thought he was at the pool? How could she possibly have known he was at the pool? The silly old fool was muddled, as usual. Audrey probably rang a week ago.
Wolfgang ran his fingers over the tingling spot below his right elbow. What exactly had happened tonight? He had been so sure he’d taken the skin off his arm. And then that whole confusing episode at the pool: how long had he been unconscious? Why, if he’d been underwater all that time, hadn’t he drowned? And how had he managed to travel the length of the pool, from the low end to the high end, without the others seeing him?
He closed his eyes and the stars turned instantly to butterflies – white, luminous butterflies that danced and shimmered on the backs of his eyelids. It was like a dream yet Wolfgang wasn’t asleep. In their random dips and swerves, the glowing butterflies seemed alive, independent of his imagination or whatever part of his brain was creating them. They seemed real. A shiver passed through him and he fumbled for the lamp switch. Light flooded the room. Now he was surrounded by real butterflies, his butterflies: all two hundred and forty-two of them in their specially built, glass-fronted cases, their multi-hued wings set flat in attitudes of perpetual flight.
When he was younger, when the collection still belonged to his father, Wolfgang had been mildly repelled by the notion of keeping dead butterflies. But he no longer felt that way. A butterfly’s natural lifespan was tragically brief. Within a few days of emerging from the pupa, this most exquisite of creatures would be battered, faded, ruined. And it would be dead within a fortnight, usually by some violent or unpleasant means – eaten by a bird, splattered on a car windscreen, or entangled in a spider’s web. By capturing and humanely killing them at the height of their perfection, Wolfgang was not only sparing his butterflies the pain and degradation life had in store for them, but he was preserving their beauty for years to come. Giving them a shot at immortality.
He rolled out of bed, moved his chair over to the wardrobe and brought down the suitcase. It wasn’t only about beauty. To own all these butterflies made him rich in a way that money never could. Carefully, almost reverently, Wolfgang lifted out the setting-tray that held specimen number two hundred and forty-three and angled its velvety black wings to capture the light.
To have a butterfly named after him would make him the richest person on Earth.
There was a loud knocking on the front door. Wolfgang gave a start and placed the setting-tray on his desk. Who could it be, so late at night? Steve or Mark, perhaps. Audrey? Quickly he pulled on a pair of shorts and picked up a T-shirt off the floor. The knocking was repeated, louder this time. Wolfgang gritted his teeth. Shut up, you idiots, you’ll wake the oldies! He hurried past his parents’ bedroom, hoping the noise hadn’t woken them, putting on the T-shirt as he went. He creaked the front door open.
‘Good evening,’ said a tall young policeman standing beneath the porch light. ‘I’m sorry to disturb you. Are you Wolfgang Mulqueen?’
Wolfgang recognised his voice. He was one of the two policemen who had come to the pool. ‘Y-yeth. Is thomething wrong?’
‘Have you been home all evening?’
Wolfgang stepped barefoot outside and pulled the door gently closed behind him. He didn’t want his parents to hear this. With any luck, they were still asleep. ‘I ... um ... I wath at a party at a friend’th plathe,’ he said quietly.
The policeman frowned slightly, as people often did when they first encountered Wolfgang’s lisp. ‘And you went nowhere else?’ he asked.
There was a car in the driveway; its headlights dazzled him.
‘No.’
‘You didn’t go to the pool?’
‘No,’ Wolfgang said. He watched a large moth spiralling against one of the headlights. ‘The pool clothed at thix.’
The policeman nodded. ‘Where was this party?’
‘At ... um ... a friend ...’
There was something happening in the car. The interior light had come on and the rear door was swinging open. A policeman in the front passenger’s seat had turned around to look over into the back. ‘Stay in the car, please,’ he said loudly.
‘Is he here?’ someone asked – a girl’s voice – and Wolfgang’s heart lurched.
‘Audrey?’
The second policeman, an older man with sergeant’s stripes, rose out of the car at the same moment as Audrey scrambled out on the other side.
‘Please get back in the car, Miss,’ he said over its roof.
Audrey took no notice. She felt her way along and around the open car door, then came shuffling towards the house, hands out in front of her, stroking the air with her fingertips. ‘Wolfgang?’ she said.
‘I’m here.’
It was almost a race as he and the two policemen converged on her. Wolfgang reached her first.
‘Audrey, what’s going on?’
Instead of answering, she slid her arms around him and pulled him fiercely to her, bumping the point of her nose on his chin. It was quite a hard blow and must have hurt her, but she made no sound.
‘Are you okay?’ Wolfgang whispered into the sweaty thicket of her hair. He felt her nod. ‘What are you doing here?’
Audrey pulled back from him and seemed to search his face with her damp, sightless eyes. ‘I thought you were gone.’
‘I only went to Steve Taylor’s,’ Wolfgang said, wondering at her choice of words. Gone?
‘Who’s Steve Taylor?’ asked one of the policemen.
Wolfgang lifted his right foot and rubbed the heel where he’d trodden on a sharp stone. ‘A friend.’
‘Is that where the party was?’
‘Yes.’
‘He claims he was at a party,’ the first policeman said to the sergeant.
‘We can check that out easily enough. Where was the party?’
Wolfgang watched with a sense of resignation as the young policeman wrote Steve’s name, address and phone number in a small notebook, tilting it sideways to catch the illumination from the car’s headlights. They would contact Steve’s parents and learn about the four of them going AWOL from the party. Even so, there was no proof they had been at the pool. Unless someone talked. Steve and Mark wouldn’t say anything, but what about Merri? Perhaps she had gone home and fessed up to her parents, and her parents had already spoken to the police. That would explain why the police were here questioning him. But why were they taking down Steve’s details if they already had them?
And why was Audrey here?
‘Where can you be contacted tomorrow if we need to speak to you?’ the young policeman asked.
‘I should be home most of the day,’ Wolfgang said. He gave his phone number. No way would he tell them he worked at the pool, nor that he had access to the keys. They could find that out for themselves. Wolfgang’s gaze shifted to Audrey. Unless they already knew.
‘You’re Leo Mulqueen’s boy, aren’t you,’ said the sergeant. ‘How’s he doing these days?’
‘Yeah, he’th okay,’ Wolfgang said.
‘I used to bring my dogs to him. Tell him Garry Kuroff says hullo.’
‘I’ll do that.’
The sergeant chuckled. ‘Ask him about the staffy that swallowed a tennis ball. That was one of mine.’
‘Your dog swallowed a tennis ball, Sarge?’ asked the other policeman.
‘Grover, the old black one. It was years ago, when he was a pup. Ask your dad about it,’ he said to Wolfgang.
‘I will,’ Wolfgang said dutifully. Not that he expected his father to remember.
The sergeant turned back to his younger colleague. ‘I think we can leave it there, Sean. The lad’s obviously okay. We’ll run the young lady home and everyone can get a bit of sleep.’
‘I can make my own way home,’ Audrey said.
‘No, no, we’ll drive you.’
‘Am I under arrest?’ she asked.
‘Of course not. But it’s my responsibility,’ said the sergeant, ‘to see that you get home safely.’
‘Wolfgang can take me home.’ Audrey found his hand and squeezed it. ‘Is that okay, sweetie? Will you drive me?’
Sweetie. ‘I gueth tho,’ he said.
The sergeant cocked his head to one side. ‘How old are you, lad?’
‘N-nineteen,’ Wolfgang stammered, remembering, as soon as it was out, that Audrey was the one who was nineteen; he was supposed to be twenty.
‘So you’re still on P plates. If you had any alcohol at that party earlier, I hope you won’t be attempting to drive.’
‘Of courthe not.’
‘Then you can walk me home,’ Audrey said brightly.






















































51
‘I thought you were twenty,’ she said.
Wolfgang watched the police car’s red tail-lights disappear down the street. ‘I got a bit confuthed – all the questionth they were athking.’
‘I’m sorry about that.’
‘You’re thorry?’ he said.
‘I guess I kind of brought them here.’
They were standing near the top of the driveway, less than half a metre apart but no longer touching. The pale light from the porch behind her made copper highlights in Audrey’s hair.
‘You brought the police here?’ Wolfgang said, his heart rate rising.
‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. Was that the glint of a tear on her left lower eyelid? ‘Wolfgang, I was so scared! I thought you were gone.’
‘Gone where?’
‘You’ll think I’m crazy.’
Crazy? This was someone who claimed she was nocturnal. Who said she saw angels. ‘Just tell me what’s going on,’ he said.
Audrey rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand, first the right eye, then the left. ‘Is there somewhere we can sit down?’
‘Come with me.’ He took her by the hand and led her round to the picnic setting beneath a vine-entangled pergola at the rear of the house. They sat side by side on one of the hard bench seats. Audrey let out a long, slow breath.
‘You don’t have any cigarettes, do you?’ she asked.
‘No.’
‘Not even inside? I really could do with one now.’
‘I don’t smoke,’ Wolfgang heard himself say.
‘Since when?’ asked Audrey. And then she said, her voice slightly querulous: ‘You didn’t tell me you were giving up.’
‘I never took them up in the first place. I just pretended I did.’
‘You pretended to take up smoking?’
It was completely dark under the pergola. Wolfgang felt as blind as Audrey. ‘I know it was kind of dishonest,’ he said into the confessional quiet that surrounded them, ‘but I wanted you to like me.’
‘What’s smoking got to do with me liking you?’
‘I was scared you’d think I was ... I don’t know ... immature.’
He waited nervously for her response. When the silence had stretched to seven or eight seconds, he moistened his lips and said he was sorry.
‘No, don’t apologise,’ Audrey told him. She found his face with her fingertips and kissed him softly on the cheek. ‘I’m flattered. Nobody’s ever taken up smoking for me before. You’re very sweet.’
Wolfgang slapped a mosquito away from his ear. There was something mildly disappointing about being called sweet. ‘What happened with the police?’ he asked.
‘They found me at the pool. Someone had called an ambulance or something and they thought it was me.’
‘You were at the pool?’
‘Not at the pool exactly. I was outside the fence.’
‘What were you doing there?’
‘Looking for you.’ Audrey lowered her voice to little more than a whisper. ‘Sometimes I have these dreams about the pool. They’re not dreams exactly, they’re more like visions. I can have them when I’m awake. The weird thing is, I think they’re real; I think they really happen. Tonight I had one about you.’
Wolfgang found himself nodding; he wasn’t sure why. Was she claiming to be psychic? ‘So you dreamed I was at the pool and you went down to say hullo.’
‘Don’t laugh at me, Wolfgang.’
‘Well, it is all very Medium, you have to admit.’
Audrey let out a big weary sigh. ‘You were wearing something on your head – some kind of helmet?’
Wolfgang peered at the slight fault in the darkness that was Audrey’s face. ‘Who have you been talking to?’
‘Nobody. I told you, it was a dream.’
‘Okay, so who was with me?’
Audrey was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t know. I only ever see the person that goes through.’
‘Goes through where?’
‘Don’t you remember?’ She sounded disappointed.
‘What am I supposed to remember?’
‘You went to the dream place.’
‘The dream place?’ he said uncertainly.
‘It’s like this whole other world that’s kind of under the pool,’ explained Audrey. ‘You must remember something?’
Wolfgang shrugged. ‘It was your dream, not mine.’
‘But you were there – I saw you!’
He looked up through a gap in the vine at a single shimmering star almost directly above where Audrey sat. It would be awful being blind. He didn’t blame her for imagining some kind of fantasy world where she could see.
‘I knew you’d think I was crazy,’ she mumbled.
‘I guess all dreams are kind of crazy when you think about it.’
‘Not if they really happen.’
Wolfgang brushed a tickling insect off his leg. ‘Okay. There’s this underwater world at the bottom of the pool. What am I supposed to have done when I went there?’
‘You don’t believe me, do you?’
‘It was a dream, Audrey!’
She said nothing. He heard a rustle of clothing and realised she had risen to her feet.
‘Audrey?’
‘I think I’ll go home now.’
Wolfgang stood up, too. He reached out and his fingers felt fabric and the soft give of flesh beneath it. ‘Don’t go,’ he said. ‘I’m just having a bit of trouble getting my head around what you’re telling me. Where exactly is this place?’
‘Under the pool.’
‘You mean it’s like a cave or something?’
‘Look, just forget about it,’ Audrey said. She took hold of his hand, lifted it away from herself and let it go. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. Is there a stick or something I could borrow?’
‘A stick?’ Wolfgang said vaguely. A light had come on around the corner of the house, illuminating a section of the garage wall.
‘I need one to get home. I left my cane in the police car.’
The light seemed to be coming from his parents’ bedroom. Damn! What were they doing awake again?
‘I’ll walk you home,’ Wolfgang said.
‘Don’t bother. Just get me a stick, okay?’
‘Audrey, let me go with you. Please. I want to know more about your dream place.’
‘No you don’t,’ she snapped. He could see her silhouette against the lighted garage wall, the broad dark bulk of her. ‘You said I was crazy.’
‘I said dreams were crazy ... some dreams,’ he corrected himself. ‘My own dreams hardly ever make sense.’
A muffled exchange of voices came from inside the house. They both paused to listen.
‘Who was with you?’ Audrey whispered. ‘The police said it was a girl who made the phone call.’
‘Steve Taylor’s sister.’
Audrey’s shoulders seemed to sag a little. ‘Is she nice?’
‘She’s nice enough.’
‘I suppose she’s pretty.’
‘Audrey, she’s only thirteen.’
‘Oh,’ Audrey said. She rubbed her upper arms as if they were cold. ‘What was she doing there?’
‘She’s Steve’s little sister. We didn’t want her with us but she tagged along and we couldn’t really stop her.’
Audrey felt for the seat and sat down again. ‘I’m sorry I brought the police here. I just had to know you were okay.’
You could have phoned, Wolfgang thought as he resumed his seat beside her. ‘What did you say to them?’
‘Just that I was worried about you.’
‘Well thanks, I guess. You didn’t tell them I had a key?’
‘No. Don’t worry,’ Audrey said, ‘they thought it was just kids making prank calls. I didn’t tell them about what I dreamed.’
It was a shame she hadn’t. They would hardly have come knocking on his door in the middle of the night on the strength of some crackpot dream.
‘Why were you at the pool, anyway?’ he asked.
‘Didn’t I say that already? I was looking for you. First I rang your place and you weren’t home, so I walked down there.’
‘From your place?’
‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘I was home when I had the dream.’
‘You walked all the way to the pool without Campbell?’
‘His foot’s still sore.’
‘How did you find your way?’
‘I go there nearly every day. Anyway,’ Audrey said, ‘I got there way too late and the police found me. I thought you were gone.’
‘I was gone,’ Wolfgang said. ‘Gone home.’
Audrey leaned closer. ‘Tell me what happened in the pool.’
‘I don’t remember. I think I blacked out. The others reckoned I was underwater for about five minutes, but that’s impossible – I would have drowned.’
‘You were in the dream place.’
He rolled his eyes. ‘So you tell me what happened.’
They heard the front door creak open and someone call his name.
‘Is that your mother?’ Audrey said softly.
‘Yes.’
‘Wolfgang?’ Sylvia’s voice carried clearly around the corner of the house. ‘Are you out here?’
‘Aren’t you going to answer her?’ whispered Audrey.
‘It won’t be anything important.’
‘Wolfgang?’ Sylvia repeated.
‘She sounds worried.’
That was hardly surprising: it was one in the morning and her sixteen-year-old son wasn’t in his bed.
‘I guess I’d better find out what’s going on,’ Wolfgang said reluctantly. He found one of Audrey’s hands and gave it a gentle squeeze. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’
‘So I should just ... wait out here?’ she asked.
‘If you don’t mind,’ he said. He didn’t want his parents to meet her. They might tell her anything: his age; that he was still at school; that the last thing in the world he aspired to was becoming a vet like his father. ‘I won’t be long, okay?’
‘Sure,’ Audrey said, in a peculiar flat tone that should have warned him something was wrong.
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‘Ah, there you are,’ Sylvia said when Wolfgang emerged from the darkness at the end of the house. She was standing on the porch in her nightie, the front door wide open, moths swirling around the naked light bulb a metre above her head. ‘What are you doing out here? It’s past midnight.’
‘I forgot to lock my bike up,’ he said, yet another entry in the Lie File.
‘Your father said he heard voices.’
‘You know what Dad’s like.’ Wolfgang walked up the three concrete steps, still warm from yesterday’s heat. ‘He could have heard them anytime – last week, or even a year ago. There’s a moth in your hair, Mum. No, on top. Here, let me.’
His mother inclined her head forward. Her fine auburn hair was surprisingly sparse once he parted it to free the moth (did women go bald?) and completely white at its roots.
‘I think it’s some kind of hawk moth,’ he said, showing her.
They both watched the insect flurry its wings and spiral up to renew its attack on the light bulb.
‘You’re hard on your father, Wolfgang.’
‘Let’s go inside,’ he said. He didn’t want Audrey hearing this.
Sylvia followed him in and shut the door. Her feet were bare. Her small pinkish toenails made him sad for some reason.
‘I’m sorry I woke you.’
‘Wolfgang, I hope you aren’t growing up too fast.’
She could probably smell the alcohol on his breath. He edged away from her slightly. ‘I’m okay.’
‘We haven’t spent much time as a family recently,’ his mother said.
‘Well, there’s my job and everything,’ said Wolfgang. His jobs. As soon as he could, he would have to sneak back out to Audrey. ‘I don’t have to be at the pool till after lunch tomorrow. Maybe we could all do something in the morning – go out somewhere?’
‘You could come to mass with us.’
That wasn’t exactly what he’d had in mind. ‘But it’s Saturday.’
‘It’s Uncle Brendan’s anniversary,’ Sylvia said. ‘I know it would mean a lot to your father if you came with us.’
Wolfgang suppressed a sigh. There was no way out of it. ‘Well, okay,’ he said unenthusiastically. ‘Sure. What time is it?’
‘Mass is at nine. But we want to get there by eight-thirty if we can. There’s reconciliation beforehand.’
Mass and reconciliation. Oh happy day! Wolfgang looked at his watch. ‘I’d better get to bed then. Can you make sure I’m up by eight?’
His mother smiled. ‘You’re a good boy, Wolfgang. Good night, God bless.’
‘Good night,’ he responded, and left the God bit hanging.
His bedroom door was open and the light switched on. He couldn’t remember whether he had left it on or not when the police knocked. In any event, his mother would have looked in his bedroom first before trying outside. He shut the door behind him and pulled on a pair of sneakers, then crossed to the window, unsnibbed the flywire and lowered it carefully onto the pavers below. Then he switched the light off and climbed out the window, pulling it nearly all the way closed behind him.
‘It’s only me,’ Wolfgang whispered as he pushed none-too-quietly between the fence and the rattly thicket of bamboo at the southern corner of the house. He couldn’t see anything, nor could he hear anything, either.
‘Audrey?’ he said, slightly louder this time, but there was only the jingle of a chain on the other side of the fence as the neighbours’ dog came over to investigate. Please don’t bark, Elsie, he thought. ‘Audrey, are you there?’
Still no answer. It was completely dark now that his parents’ bedroom light was turned off. Wolfgang bumped his head on one of his mother’s hanging baskets, then nearly tripped over a bucket. This was what it would be like being blind. He found the picnic setting and ran his hand along the bench where she’d been sitting. Gone. Why hadn’t she waited? He’d only been five minutes.
She won’t have got far, he thought.
He felt his way round to the front of the house, ducking down as he passed his parents’ window even though the curtains were drawn. The porch light was still on; he could see all the way down the driveway. No Audrey. There was no sign of her, either, when he reached the street. He ran to the corner and looked up Lithgow Road, but still he couldn’t see her. Which side would she be on? The right hand side, probably, but he couldn’t be sure. There were no cars about, so Wolfgang jogged up the middle of the road, searching both sides as he went. Every forty metres or so, on the left hand side, a streetlight lit up the footpath and road. In the gaps between them, or where an overhanging tree cast a particularly deep shadow or a parked vehicle obstructed his view of the footpath, Wolfgang veered from one side of the road to the other to make sure he didn’t miss her.
He had gone nearly four blocks before he slowed to a fast walk. He was out of breath and had the beginnings of a stitch. Could she have come this far in so short a time? Okay, he’d given her a four or five minute head start, but she was blind. Blind and overweight. Hippo-girl. Stop it! Wolfgang scolded himself. She was his girlfriend. He loved her, even though she didn’t love him. Or said she didn’t – she’d been jealous about Merri. Even if she was a bit strange.
Did Audrey seriously expect him to believe there was some kind of other world at the bottom of the pool?
Wolfgang walked another block and a half before he stopped and turned around. It was a hot night. He used the front of his T-shirt to wipe the sweat off his face. She must have taken a different route – Lorimer Street, maybe. Or Rogan Avenue. She could be lost. No, he thought, she isn’t lost. Blind or not, Audrey wasn’t the type of person to become lost. When she told him she didn’t need Campbell to find her way around, he’d believed her. Even if he hadn’t believed some of the other things she’d said.
‘Where are you, Audrey?’ Wolfgang muttered.
From where he stood in the middle of Lithgow Road, Wolfgang could see all the way down into the dip and up the other side to Acacia Street. It was down near the bottom that he’d run over the cat. He gently rubbed his fingers over his right elbow and the smooth, soft skin of his forearm. Tonight had been one of the strangest nights of his life.
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It took Wolfgang fifteen minutes to walk home. According to his watch it was just after two in the morning. He couldn’t remember ever being so tired. He climbed back in through his bedroom window, stripped off his sneakers, T-shirt and shorts, and fell into bed without turning the light on. But within five minutes he was out of bed again. He knew where she was.
This time Wolfgang took a torch. He wasn’t superstitious – he no more believed in ghosts than he did in angels – or in make-believe worlds under swimming pools – but he had always been slightly afraid of the dark. And a cemetery at night was no place to be on your own if you were scared of the dark.
He found her in the lawn cemetery, in the same place he and her family had found her on the morning of her birthday. Audrey was sitting up this time, with her legs drawn close to her chest and her arms wrapped round them, her forehead resting on her knees. Wolfgang came cautiously down the slope, looping out to the right so he wouldn’t come up behind her and give her a fright. But how could he avoid startling her? She probably thought she was the only person in the cemetery – the only living person. Wolfgang flashed the torch in a wide arc around him. The wide sloping lawn was studded with plaques, many with little tributes of dead or dying flowers. There were flowers on the grass beside Audrey, too, a fresh bundle of white and yellow daisies, yet she was sitting in a gap between the graves, a vacant plot. Wolfgang stopped ten metres away.
‘Audrey,’ he said softly.
When she raised her head the torch beam reflected in her eyes, turning them silver like those of an animal in a car’s headlights. It made her seem unearthly, frightening. Wolfgang lowered the torch.
‘Why are you here?’ she asked, her voice perfectly calm.
‘You left without saying goodbye. I walked halfway to your place looking for you.’
‘Well, you’ve found me now.’
‘You could have waited. I was only inside for five minutes.’
‘I didn’t want to spoil your little secret.’
‘What secret?’ he asked.
Audrey reached down beside her and held out a short length of bamboo. ‘I borrowed this from your place. Can you take it back for me, please.’
‘What little secret?’ Wolfgang repeated, ignoring the bamboo.
‘Me.’
‘You?’
‘Me,’ she repeated, louder. ‘It was pretty obvious you didn’t want your mother to meet me. Do I embarrass you?’
‘Of courthe not.’
‘You’re doing that lispy thing. It’s a dead giveaway. Does it embarrass you that I’m blind?’
‘I’m not embarrassed by you,’ Wolfgang said, working hard on his esses. ‘Tonight was just awkward. I wasn’t sure if my parents knew the police had been round and I didn’t want you getting caught in a family slanging match. But I’m sorry for just leaving you out there.’
Audrey lowered the bamboo. ‘I’m sorry too – for running off like that.’
‘We say sorry a lot.’
‘You must think I’m kooky, spending my nights in a cemetery.’
Wolfgang hadn’t known she spent whole nights there. ‘I guess it’s peaceful,’ he offered.
‘Rest in peace,’ Audrey said softly. She patted the grass beside her. ‘Are you going to sit down?’
Wolfgang lowered himself onto the cool, slightly damp grass next to her. He picked up one of the daisies. ‘Did you bring these flowers?’
‘I stole them from someone’s garden. Aren’t I bad?’
‘I guess if you brought them to put on someone’s grave ...’
‘Yes.’
He shone the torch. The closest grave was several metres away.
‘Whose grave?’ he asked.
Instead of answering, Audrey slid her hand down his body to his shorts. Her questing fingers rested for a moment on the bulge of his keys in his pocket, then moved on. ‘Do you still love me, Wolfgang?’
‘Sure,’ he said, surprised she had asked, but more surprised by what she was doing. ‘D-do you love me?’
‘Yes,’ Audrey whispered.
He leaned over to kiss her but she withdrew her hand and pushed him gently away. ‘Not now,’ she said. ‘Not yet. First I have to tell you something.’
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It was nearly daylight when Wolfgang climbed back in through his bedroom window. Elsie barked at him from the other side of the fence and he called over his shoulder at her – loudly – to shut up. He didn’t care if his parents heard him; he didn’t care who heard. Audrey loved him. What did it matter if she was a little strange and had some seriously wacky ideas? He could live with that. The important thing was how they felt for each other: she loved him and he loved her. He was covered in mosquito bites, some in places he had never been bitten before, but for once the itching wasn’t a discomfort; rather, it served as a reminder, as proof that what had happened tonight in the cemetery hadn’t been a dream.
Who knows, you might have a chance with a blind one, hey?
Wolfgang undressed and fell onto his bed wearing just his boxers. It was still very warm. He lay face down on top of his doona with one hand trailing on the floor. A fine dew of sweat covered his body. He had walked Audrey back to her place afterwards, then jogged all the way home. His fingertips played with the squashy pile of the carpet, drew an A there, then a B. He felt much too energised to sleep but knew he had to. In three hours he had to be up again. Mass and reconciliation. How had he allowed himself to be roped into that? Still, he did have something to confess now. He traced a heart around the A and the B. It hadn’t felt like a sin, though. It hadn’t felt as bad as the lies he’d told her, nor pretending to believe her when she’d told him her loony-tunes story.
Had he taken advantage of her? No way, she was three years older than him. A woman. Physically she was a woman, but mentally?
I’d better go to reconciliation, Wolfgang decided.
Already the room was growing light. He should have shut his curtains. Should have shut the window, too, he thought, listening to the nagging whine of a mosquito somewhere in the room. The flyscreen was still leaning against the weatherboards outside his window. Wolfgang lay on his doona and debated whether or not he could be bothered getting up to drag the curtains closed. How long would it take him? Five seconds to stand up, another five seconds to cross to the window and pull the curtains together, five more to get back to bed. Fifteen seconds. Twenty seconds tops, he thought, and it’d be done. But he felt very relaxed now, his body pleasantly drained of energy, even if his mind was still racing.
It wasn’t dishonest, exactly, pretending to believe Audrey’s loopy ideas; it was part of loving her. It made her feel better about herself, as it did when he told her she was beautiful. Yet afterwards, as they walked back to her place, she’d seemed quiet. He wondered if she regretted what they’d done.
‘I’m sorry,’ she’d whispered when they hugged at the bottom of her driveway.
‘What for?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. For keeping you out so late.’
Wolfgang had the impression she had been about to say something else. ‘It’s Saturday,’ he said. ‘I can sleep in. Anyway, I wouldn’t have missed tonight for anything.’
Audrey squeezed him very tight for perhaps five seconds. ‘Neither would I,’ she said into the front of his T-shirt. ‘Not for the world.’
The mosquito found him. It began buzzing around his head no more than two or three centimetres away. Wolfgang lazily opened one eye and peered over the mound of his pillow, hoping to see his tormentor against the rectangle of dawn sky in the window and perhaps – an optimistic thought – swat it out of the air. He saw, instead, a big moth in silhouette fluttering against the glass, trying to get out.
Go down a bit, Wolfgang would have told it had he been able to speak moth. The bottom half of the window’s wide open.
He watched, one-eyed, for several more seconds, then slowly lifted his head clear of the pillow. The moth’s wings were large, nearly the size of a female gum emperor’s, yet its body seemed slight in comparison. And the way it moved was unusual, too – rather than the heavy, bustling flight characteristic of most moths, this one beat its wings in a slow, almost relaxed manner. It looked more like a ...
Wolfgang swung himself upright on his bed and grappled for the lamp switch, nearly knocking his clock radio to the floor. When the light came on, an involuntary exclamation escaped his lips. Wolfgang sprang towards the window.
‘Stay there!’ he whispered. ‘Stay where you are, please!’
What happened next seemed to happen in slow motion. As Wolfgang’s outstretched fingers reached the wooden sash and began to slide it down, the large black butterfly that had been fluttering against the upper window pane launched itself away from the glass, brushed past his face so close he felt the wind from its wings, wheeled down between his arms and disappeared out into the semi-darkness.
The sash slammed shut, cracking the glass from bottom to top.
Wolfgang swore loudly. He slid the window back open and thrust his head out. Elsie was barking again, stupid damn dog! He shouted at her, angrily this time, and the dog fell silent. Wolfgang strained his eyes out into the early dawn. It was no good; he could barely see the fence, much less the butterfly – the black butterfly. He needed the torch. Where was it? He’d brought it back from the cemetery, hadn’t he? Aha, here it was on the floor beneath the window – he must have dropped it coming in. Its battery was low. The dull orange beam barely penetrated the dark space between the fence and the house. Not that Wolfgang expected the butterfly to be there any longer; it would have flown up – up towards the sky. After a few more seconds, Wolfgang switched off the torch and leaned forward on the windowsill, defeated. He’d had his chance. There had been a live black butterfly in his bedroom and he’d allowed it to escape!
It was incredible to see a live one at last. And in his bedroom!
Wolfgang remembered something then, and in the grip of a half-formed idea he reversed too quickly in through the window and bumped his head – clunk! – on the sash. The blow caused him to bite his tongue and drop the torch onto the paving outside.
His panic was for nothing. The other black butterfly, the dead one, was still on his desk where he had left it last night. Of course it was. Had he seriously expected it to have miraculously come back to life, freed itself from its strips of paper and pins, and flown out the window? Get real, Mulqueen! You’ve been spending too much time with Audrey.
‘Holy shit! Can’t you knock?’
‘Mind your language,’ his father said mildly. He stood midway between the desk and the doorway, one hand holding the front of his pyjamas closed. Wolfgang had no idea how long he’d been there.
‘You scared me half to death, Dad.’
‘There was a noise.’
‘I ... my window was stuck.’
The old man shuffled past him and slid the sash down, then up, then down again in its rattly wooden frame. ‘It seems perfectly all right to me.’
‘I guess I freed it up,’ Wolfgang said lamely.
‘And broke it in the process.’
‘It’s only a crack.’
‘The whole pane will have to be replaced,’ Leo said. With a fingertip he pushed lightly against one edge of the fracture and the glass made a crackling sound. ‘I thought I heard shouting.’
‘The Nielsens’ dog was barking. I had to yell at her.’
‘The Nielsens?’
‘Our next-door neighbours.’
‘Ah, yes, of course. The Nielsens.’ Leo frowned. ‘Where do they live again?’
‘Right there.’ Wolfgang pointed.
They both looked at the window, where their reflections stood side by side in the glass, Wolfgang’s half a head taller than his father’s.
‘You know,’ the old man said musingly, ‘sometimes I think God made a mistake. He could have made us old to begin with, and then allowed us to grow younger as the years passed by.’
‘I don’t think I’d want to be a kid again,’ Wolfgang said.
His father smiled sadly. ‘Would you prefer to be a creaky old dinosaur who can’t even remember who lives next door?’
Wolfgang shrugged. He was sixteen; he was in love; a butterfly was going to be named after him. ‘God doesn’t make mistakes.’
‘He can be quite cruel, though,’ Leo said. He moved over to the desk and picked up the setting-tray. ‘What’s this?’
‘I’m not sure. I think it’s a new species.’
‘It’s very beautiful.’
Watching his father admire the black butterfly, Wolfgang felt a catch in his throat. ‘You set it for me, Dad.’
‘I did?’ The old man raised his eyes. ‘You know, Edward, it’s peculiar. I spent most of my life caring for animals on the one hand, and killing butterflies on the other.’
‘You killed them because you cared for them.’
‘That’s an oxymoron, if ever I heard one.’
Wolfgang marvelled that his father could forget something so fundamental as which of his sons was which, yet remember a word like oxymoron. ‘If you hadn’t caught these butterflies’ – he waved a hand at the display cases that lined the walls – ‘they’d all have died and rotted away to nothing within a few weeks.’
‘True enough,’ said Leo, tipping the setting-tray slightly to get a better view of the dead butterfly. ‘If this one was given the choice, though, don’t you think it would have taken its few weeks?’
‘I don’t suppose it really knew the difference,’ Wolfgang said.
The old man placed the setting-tray back on the desk exactly where he’d found it. ‘But I did,’ he said softly. ‘God does.’
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Wolfgang clicked the door shut behind him and lowered himself onto the padded kneeler. Even though he knew he couldn’t be seen through the small gauze-covered opening, he averted his eyes selfconsciously when the hatch slid across. Coming here was a mistake. He would never be able to confess.
And what was the point, when he felt absolutely no remorse?
‘I’m thorry, Father – I ... I ... I’ve changed my mind,’ Wolfgang said, rising awkwardly to his feet.
‘That’s okay,’ Father Nguyen’s soft, boyish voice came through the grille. ‘But before you go, can you help me with something? I didn’t hear last night’s score from England.’
Wolfgang paused. ‘You mean the test? Ricky Ponting got a century.’
‘So Australia has beaten the Pommies.’
‘No, Father. At least, not yet – there are still two or three days to go.’
‘Such a long game!’ the priest marvelled. ‘When I first came to this country, I did not believe it when they told me a match of cricket can last nearly for one week.’
‘Yeah, it’s pretty boring.’
‘You don’t play?’
‘Sometimes. I prefer baseball, actually,’ Wolfgang said, his fingers finding the door handle. ‘I’d better go.’
‘Do you play Aussie Rules?’
‘A bit.’
‘It must be difficult with that ball you use,’ said the priest. ‘I played soccer when I was a young man. We used a nice round ball – always we knew which way it would go.’
‘Yeah, soccer’s an okay game.’
‘You have played soccer?’
Wolfgang quietly turned the door handle one way and then the other. ‘I’m in my school’s first team.’
‘What position are you?’
‘Father, there are people waiting.’
‘I am sure they have some prayers to say,’ Father Nguyen said lightly. ‘Sometimes when I am in here I like to hear about good things, not just the people’s sins.’
I could tell you a good thing, Wolfgang thought, but you’d think it was a sin. ‘I play forward flanker, mostly. On the left, because I can kick with either foot.’
‘Do you score many goals?’
‘Eighteen last season. I was equal-top scorer. Father, can I ask you a question?’
‘Please do.’
Wolfgang released the door handle and leaned back against the wall. It creaked. ‘Is heaven an actual place?’
‘It is most definitely a place,’ said the priest. ‘But where it is, we cannot understand.’
‘So it’s kind of like another dimension?’
‘A dimension? My English is not so good, I am sorry.’
Wolfgang stared hard at the small, rectangular grille that shielded them from each other’s eyes. ‘Could heaven be here, sort of all around us, only we can’t see it?’
The priest chuckled. ‘You have a strong brain, I think. But no man can understand God’s mystery. We must wait until we die to know how it is.’
‘Is it possible to go there before you die? You know – to go there and then come back?’
‘No.’
‘What about if you died and someone brought you back to life?’ Wolfgang asked. ‘It happened to a man at the pool a couple of weeks ago. In the newspaper it said how he remembered being in heaven.’
‘I read about Mr Cooper,’ Father Nguyen said. ‘This is called, I think, a nearly dead experience. Psychologists have found it is dreams people have when they are thinking they will die. They wish in their brains they are in heaven, they don’t see it with their eyes.’
But the psychologists could be wrong, Wolfgang thought. They hadn’t met Audrey. Who, anyway, saw nothing with her eyes, yet who had known somehow that Wolfgang was at the pool last night, and that he’d been wearing his bicycle helmet in the water. And who, two weeks ago and despite her blindness, had been the only person at the pool to notice Mr Cooper was in trouble – even if she’d got his gender wrong.
‘Maybe it’s a vision,’ he said. ‘Some of the saints had visions, didn’t they?’
There was a deep silence. Someone coughed in one of the pews just outside the confessional – it sounded like Leo. Suddenly all Wolfgang wanted was to be out of there. Home in bed, preferably, where every other person his age would be at that hour on a Saturday morning. His body sagged against the wall. His eyelids drooped. He had only managed to get about two hours sleep before his mother woke him at eight. Way too early.
Father Nguyen was talking again. ‘It is a beautiful gift to have visions,’ he said, ‘but sometimes, with young people especially, what they believe to be visions are actually caused by illness.’ A shadow appeared on the gauze, as if the priest was trying to peer through it. ‘Forgive me for saying this. Have you spoken of these visions to a doctor?’
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Had his parents not been there, and had it not been the first anniversary of his Uncle Brendan’s death, Wolfgang would not have stayed for mass. He didn’t want Father Nguyen to see him in the church and identify him as the young soccer forward flanker he had so hastily diagnosed as suffering from schizophrenia. (For what other vision-causing illness could the priest have meant?) Wolfgang hadn’t corrected him; he hadn’t said he was talking about someone else – his friend – because he knew how lame that would sound. He had simply slipped out of the confessional without another word and retreated to the very last row in the left hand bank of pews, choosing a seat directly behind Mr Sampson, who used to play VFL football and was nearly two metres tall. After they had made their confessions, his parents had eventually joined him there. His father looked annoyed at having to sit on the opposite side of the church to where he was accustomed, but Wolfgang didn’t care. He slouched in the pew with his head down, hoping not to be noticed.
Schizophrenia, he thought. Or, quite possibly, brain damage. Who was to say what a two-year coma could do to someone’s head? But Wolfgang didn’t care. He loved Audrey. Even if she was crazy.
He’d made love to her.
A large, pure-white butterfly circled him once, twice, three times, then landed heavily on his shoulder. Its powerful legs gripped him through the fabric of his T-shirt, gripped him with surprising force, then shook him.
‘Wolfgang?’
He jerked his head up. No butterfly rested there, just a hand. His mother’s disapproving face hovered above him. She was on her feet, as was his father on the far side of her, and Mr and Mrs Sampson in the pew in front. Father Nguyen’s disembodied voice floated up from the sanctuary: ‘ ... a reading from the gospel, according to Saint Luke.’
Wolfgang rose quickly from the hard wooden seat. He must have dozed off. Luckily they were in the back row; nobody apart from his mother seemed to have noticed his lapse. His eyelids were heavy, his eyeballs felt gritty from lack of sleep. He could still see, in his head, the large white butterfly that had been circling him.
Mr Cooper, who’d had the nearly dead experience, had seen white butterflies, too, Wolfgang recalled. How had Audrey known that Mr Cooper was drowning before anyone else at the pool became aware of it? You can’t attribute that to schizophrenia, Father Nguyen.
The gospel ended and everyone sat down again. Wolfgang struggled to remain awake. His head throbbed. He was hung-over, he supposed – the experience was new to him. Hung-over and overtired. He should have stayed home, stayed in bed. Only two hours sleep: it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. He had to work this afternoon. How had Audrey known? His head sagged forward; he jerked it upright again. How had she known he was at the pool last night? There had to be a logical explanation. Wolfgang had never believed in psychic powers, nor in any other kind of spiritual or paranormal phenomena. He believed in God, of course, but not in all that other mystical nonsense: astrology, the occult, reincarnation – how could any rational person take them seriously? Audrey was Catholic, she should have known better. His eyelids dragged closed. Stay awake! he told himself, forcing them open again. He didn’t believe in miracles, either – not in modern day miracles, anyway. Marceline Flavel was a fraud. Someone had paid her, either Mrs Lonsdale or the city council. Her so-called ‘miracle cure’ had brought untold wealth to the town. It was nothing but a very clever hoax. Everyone, even 60 Minutes, had been fooled. But not me, Wolfgang thought. He knew better. There was no such thing as a miracle. His arm hadn’t been grazed, he’d just knocked it. What he’d mistaken for blood was actually oil from his bike’s chain that had washed off in the pool. Everything could be explained. They hadn’t found him for five minutes because of the lights reflecting on the water. He’d been floating on his back with just his mouth and nose above the surface, unconscious but still breathing. Delayed concussion. It was coming back to him now, shadowy and half-remembered: a strange sensation of seeing things in reverse, colours jumbled like in a photographic negative. The sky was orange. His hands, desperately flailing, looked green. And the water, all around him, was pink.
Drowning, he recalled vaguely. I was drowning.
Yet he hadn’t drowned. He’d broken through the surface and found himself not in water but on land. Warm and completely dry. Sunlight on his skin, a bright orange sky, pink trees. And white butterflies swirling around him. Butterflies in paradise.
Father Nguyen was wrong about everything. Mr Cooper had been to heaven and come back.
Wolfgang woke with a start when his mother nudged his arm. Stand up, she gestured. Everyone else was standing. ‘Holy, Holy, Holy,’ their senior citizen’s voices echoed around the cavernous, mostly-empty church.
Swaying to his feet, Wolfgang gripped the back of the pew in front of him for support and stared at Mr Sampson’s crepey, wrinkled neck. For a moment he’d dreamt the large white butterfly was circling him again. Stay awake, he told himself. Stop dreaming. In any case, it wasn’t white butterflies he should be dreaming about, it was black ones – live black ones. But Wolfgang had been so over-tired when he’d discovered it, and so over the moon about what had happened in the cemetery with Audrey – and possibly still slightly concussed or drunk – that he had largely forgotten the visit of the live black butterfly to his bedroom just a few hours earlier. Obviously, he thought now, its being there was not a coincidence: the dead one on his desk had something to do with it.
The explanation came to him in a rush: phero-mones!
Wolfgang had read about them in an article on the Internet. In few other creatures were the chemical signals that brought the two sexes together so strong as they were in butterflies and moths. When they were ready to mate, the females of some species emitted a scent that could be detected by males over a distance of up to a kilometre. Wolfgang’s butterfly, although dead, must have still contained traces of those pheromones in its body. It was these, slowly leeching out into the atmosphere, that had attracted the live butterfly in through his open window. What was odd, he thought, was that it had arrived at night. Butterflies were active in the daytime, they slept during the night.
Wolfgang gave a start. Suddenly it occurred to him why he had never found a living specimen of the black butterfly when he’d been out collecting. And why nobody else had ever seen one. They were like Audrey – nocturnal!
Everyone knelt for the consecration. Wolfgang knelt, too. But his mind wasn’t on the ceremony as Father Nguyen bowed over the bread and wine that was soon to become, through the mystery of transub-stantiation, the body and blood of Jesus Christ; he was thinking about the black butterfly. And a small knot of fear was forming inside him. No wonder he hadn’t been able to find it in any of his books. His books were about butterflies, whereas his discovery of a lifetime, his Lepidoptera Mulqueen, was a moth!
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Wolfgang heard the phone ringing inside the house as his father fumbled to fit the key into the lock.
‘Here, Dad – let me do that.’
‘I’m quite capable of unlocking a door.’
‘Can you hurry then?’ Wolfgang asked. ‘They’re not going to hold on forever.’
‘Who isn’t?’
‘Whoever’s on the phone.’
Leo paused to listen. He had the key upside down. ‘Is it ringing?’
Deaf as well as stupid. ‘It was,’ Wolfgang said, his fingers clenching and unclenching by his sides. ‘It’s stopped now. Try the key up the other way.’
‘They’ve probably left a message,’ his mother said behind him.
But there was no message on the answering machine. Wolfgang dialled Call Return. Yes! he thought with a surge of elation when he heard the recorded number. He called her back, but it wasn’t Audrey who answered.
‘Hi, Mr Babacan, this is Wolfgang. Can I speak to Audrey, please?’
There was a moment’s pause. ‘You don’t know where she is?’ asked Keith.
‘Didn’t she just call here?’
‘That was me. I was hoping she was with you. Did you see her last night?’
‘We went for a walk,’ Wolfgang said guardedly. Hadn’t they had this conversation before? ‘Isn’t she home?’
‘Would I be calling you if she was home?’ Keith snapped. He lowered his voice. ‘Sorry, we’re a bit on edge here. Audrey’s bed hasn’t been slept in. When did you see her last?’
Wolfgang’s eyes darted to the end of the passage. His parents had gone into the kitchen. ‘Around midnight. I walked her home.’
‘Did you see her come inside?’
‘No. We said goodbye at the gate.’
‘She didn’t come in,’ Keith said. ‘Or if she did, she went out again soon after. Her mother checked her room at about three and she wasn’t there.’
At three, Audrey was in the cemetery with Wolfgang, or maybe halfway back from the cemetery. But it was too late now to change his story. ‘Have you checked since?’ he asked.
‘Of course we have. What do you take us for, idiots?’
‘I’m thorry.’
Keith made a soft blowing noise into the phone. ‘She’s usually back well before this. She hasn’t even got her dog with her.’
‘She’s quite good at finding her way around,’ Wolfgang said. ‘She had a stick.’
‘What good would her stick be if someone attacked her? She couldn’t even see him to defend herself.’ Keith’s voice hardened: ‘I’ve told her a thousand bloody times that it just isn’t safe to go wandering the streets at night!’
Please, God, Wolfgang prayed, don’t let anything bad have happened to her. ‘Have you tried the themetery?’
‘It was the first place we looked. And I’ve driven all over town. How did she seem last night? Was she upset about anything?’
‘She theemed ... happy enough,’ Wolfgang said.
‘She’s done this kind of thing before, but not for a couple of years.’
‘Do you think she might have run away?’
‘Strange as it may sound,’ her father said tiredly, ‘I’m actually beginning to hope that’s what’s happened. If you hear from her, son, could you let us know right away?’
Wolfgang stood staring at the phone for some moments after he’d replaced the receiver. He had told Keith that Audrey seemed happy, but that wasn’t strictly true. After they’d made love, and all the way back from the cemetery, she had seemed quiet and withdrawn. ‘I’m sorry,’ she’d murmured as they hugged goodbye at the bottom of her driveway, and then covered up by pretending the apology was for keeping him up so late. Now he knew the real reason Audrey had been sorry: she had been planning to run away.
Perhaps that’s why she’d held him for so long. She was saying goodbye forever.
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Waiting for the Acacia Street lights to change, Wolfgang was puzzled to see only two vehicles – a car and a van – parked at the edge of the roadway outside the pool. Normally on a hot Saturday afternoon the car park was full and there would be cars, vans, utes, four-wheel drives, buses – and sometimes even big interstate trucks – lining the kerb on both sides of Millar Street for half a block in each direction. He glanced at his watch. Five minutes to one. Had he got the wrong day? It was hard to think, he was so tired from lack of sleep. His eyes hurt. Everything looked too bright. I should have called in sick, he thought.
The lights turned green and he set off slowly across the intersection. He had managed to half-straighten the bent pedal using a hammer, but the gear-changing mechanism was still jammed. His bike was a wreck, he was a wreck. It was Audrey’s fault. If she hadn’t run away he might have got a few hours sleep between going to church and coming to work. Instead, he’d wasted the rest of the morning riding round town looking for her.
Where are you, Audrey? How could you do this to me?
A group of nine-or ten-year-old boys with backpacks and towels walked up the nature strip from the direction of the pool.
‘He works there,’ one of them said as Wolfgang rode past.
‘Hey, mister!’ called another. ‘When’s the pool going to open?’
Wolfgang braked and squinted back over his shoulder. ‘Isn’t it open?’
‘There’s police there,’ said the first boy. ‘They said we had to go home.’
At the mention of the police, Wolfgang felt a tightening at the back of his neck. He had half-expected there might be further repercussions from last night’s after-hours swimming episode, but closing the pool seemed a bit extreme. If only Merri hadn’t dialled triple zero.
He almost turned his bike around and retreated back home, but he felt the boys’ eyes on his back, felt the weight of their ten-year-olds’ expectations on his shoulders. Mister, they’d called him. It was time to act like an adult. In any case, if the police were so serious about their investigation that they had closed the pool on its busiest day of the week, then it was only a matter of time before they traced the break-in back to him. Sooner or later Mrs Lonsdale was going to remember that key. Might as well get it over with, Wolfgang thought.
The boom gate was down but not padlocked, with the big Pool Closed sandwich board positioned on the driveway in front of it. Wolfgang dismounted and pushed his bike – click-click-scrape – along the footpath outside the car park. He wanted to see what was happening before he went in. Would they charge him, or simply give him a bit of a telling off? Mrs Lonsdale would fire him, he had no doubt about that. If only Merri hadn’t called for an ambulance. If only Audrey hadn’t given his name to the police – and on the strength of a dream, for God’s sake! Father Nguyen was right: there was definitely something wrong with her. Some kind of mental illness. It was hard to accept about someone you love, but he had to face the truth: Audrey wasn’t all there.
Mad as a hatter! he thought, and forced a chuckle. But deep down he wanted to cry.
There was a white van from WIN Television parked at the kerb. A cameraman and a well-dressed woman holding a microphone and a clipboard had set themselves up at the edge of the car park. A policeman stood in the entryway to the pool, watching them. Three cars – a police car and two others – occupied the disabled parking spaces outside the building. Wolfgang recognised Mrs Lonsdale’s grey Mazda. What was going on? All we did was dial triple zero, he thought. It was hardly the crime of the century. Hardly the stuff of television news.
Wolfgang crouched beside his bicycle and jiggled the damaged chain-derailer, pretending he had a legitimate reason to be loitering there. When he raised his eyes, the policeman was looking directly at him. Didn’t he have anything better to do? Wolfgang straightened up. He took a deep breath, then boldly lifted his bike over the chain into the car park and leaned it against one of the trees.
The policeman frowned as Wolfgang walked across the car park towards him. ‘The pool’s closed,’ he said.
‘I know.’ Wolfgang was careful to keep his face turned away from the television camera. ‘I’ve got some information.’
‘What kind of information?’
‘About what happened last night. I’m the one you’re looking for.’
The policeman tilted his head slightly. He was short for a policeman and thick-chested, his muscular arms stretched the fabric of his shirt sleeves. ‘Sorry, mate, you’ll need to explain yourself.’
Wolfgang lowered his voice. This felt like a dream. ‘I was here,’ he said. ‘Last night. I’m the one who called an ambulance.’
The policeman narrowed his eyes. ‘You’d better come with me,’ he said.
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Detective Appleton was in his fifties, balding and slightly overweight. He had a friendly, almost fatherly smile. It was the kind of face you could trust. ‘So you just thought you’d call an ambulance as a joke?’
‘I’d had a few drinks.’
‘Interesting. Because according to the report I heard, the call was made by a girl.’
Wolfgang shuffled his feet. ‘I pretended to be a girl. Like I said, it was a joke.’
Detective Appleton gave his fatherly smile again. ‘Isn’t it hot?’ he said. ‘Let’s get out of the sun.’
He led Wolfgang into the office. Mrs Lonsdale was sitting behind the counter talking to another man. She gave Wolfgang a strange, sad look as he came in. She knows already, he thought.
Detective Appleton introduced him to the other man, another detective whose name Wolfgang didn’t catch. It was hard to concentrate. What were they all doing here? Why was WIN Television outside?
‘Wolfgang says he was here last night,’ Detective Appleton was telling the others, ‘after the pool closed. He let himself in with his own key and went for a little swim, isn’t that right, Wolfgang?’
He avoided Mrs Lonsdale’s sad eyes. ‘It wathn’t my key exactly. It was a spare one I forgot to give back.’
‘This one?’ asked the second detective, holding up Wolfgang’s key ring with the orange key uppermost.
‘Where did you get that?’ he said, surprised, his right hand moving automatically to his shorts’ pocket where he normally kept them.
‘How old are you, Wolfgang?’
It was pointless lying with Mrs Lonsdale there. ‘Thixteen.’
The two men glanced at each other.
‘Perhaps we should give your parents a call,’ suggested Detective Appleton.
‘I’d rather not bother them.’
‘We shouldn’t really question you without your parents being here.’
‘Why bring Mum and Dad into it?’ Wolfgang asked. ‘All I did was make a prank phone call. I admit it, okay?’
‘The call was made by a girl,’ said the second detective.
‘Not if we are to believe Wolfgang here,’ Detective Appleton told him. ‘Apparently he does a pretty good impersonation of a girl, isn’t that right, Wolfgang? Would you mind giving us a demonstration? We can match it up with the recording they made of you last night.’
Wolfgang wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not. But it was pointless to go on lying. He was finished with lying. He looked out the window at the pool. ‘It wasn’t me that made the call. It was a girl.’
‘And would her name be Audrey Babacan?’
‘No. It was someone else.’
For several seconds no one spoke. Wolfgang continued staring out the window. There was not a ripple on the water. It looked like a huge blue lens beneath the blazing sun.
‘Could you tell us who this girl was?’ Detective Appleton asked finally.
‘Merri Taylor. But it was my fault. She thought I was drowning.’
‘She thought you were drowning?’
‘Yes. It was dark and they couldn’t see me.’
‘Where was Audrey while all this was going on?’
‘She wasn’t there,’ Wolfgang said distractedly. Watching the pool was having a hypnotic effect on him. His vision had narrowed and sharpened until he was not only looking into the water, but he seemed able to see the very particles of oxygen and hydrogen that comprised it. ‘Audrey had nothing to do with it,’ he heard himself say. ‘She came down later, after we’d all gone.’
The detective’s voice carried to him from a great distance away. ‘Did you give her the keys?’
Wolfgang turned around, dragging his strange tunnel of focus back into the room. ‘No. I didn’t give anyone the keys. Where did you get them?’
One pair at a time, their six eyes struggled to return his searching gaze. Mrs Lonsdale’s, he saw, seemed unusually wet.
‘What?’ he said. ‘Has something happened to Audrey?’
‘She was a friend of yours, wasn’t she?’ Detective Appleton said gently, and through the window Wolfgang saw a policeman unclip the chain to allow a moss-green Mercedes into the car park.
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‘I don’t think I belong here,’ Audrey said in the cemetery that last night.
He had attempted to make a joke of it. ‘Of course you don’t. Only dead people belong here.’
‘I’m not talking about the cemetery; I mean here!’ She spread her hands, arms outstretched, towards the vast, star-powdered vault of the night sky overhead. ‘I can remember being somewhere else – somewhere better. I used to be able to see!’
‘You must have a good memory. You were only a year old, weren’t you?’
‘Thirteen months. But that’s not what I remember,’ Audrey said. She touched him on the wrist. ‘Promise you won’t laugh.’
‘I promise.’
‘I think I’ve lived before – you know, had another life.’
He wasn’t allowed to laugh, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t grimace. ‘Who were you?’ he asked, careful to keep his tone neutral.
‘I don’t know. All I remember is where I was. You know that dream place I was talking about?’
‘Under the pool.’
‘It isn’t under the pool,’ Audrey said, sounding exasperated. ‘The pool’s just how you pass through. Have you heard of a portal?’
‘It’s a kind of door, isn’t it?’
‘You go through them and come out somewhere else – in another world, or another dimension.’
Fantasy land, Wolfgang thought. ‘And the pool is one of these portals?’
‘You’re laughing at me.’
‘I’m not.’
Audrey’s fingers found his face and traced the line of his lips to their outer corners. ‘You’re smiling.’
‘Well, it tickles when you do that,’ he said, kissing her fingertips.
She pulled her hand away. ‘Have you ever wondered why the pool’s like it is?’
‘Why it’s a portal?’
‘Don’t make fun of me! Why it tips.’
‘Everyone wonders that,’ said Wolfgang. ‘That’s why they call it the Eighth Wonder of the World.’
‘It started seventeen years and eleven months ago,’ Audrey said.
‘The day you nearly drowned.’
‘You knew that?’ She sounded surprised.
‘I found the old newspaper down at the library. You only made page six,’ he said, ‘but the pool story was headline news.’
‘I think it’s connected,’ said Audrey. ‘When she fell in the pool, she and I kind of swapped places and we weren’t supposed to.’
‘She?’
‘Audrey.’
Wolfgang clicked the torch on and studied her profile. She was serious about this. Seriously nutty. ‘You aren’t Audrey?’
‘Not the one who fell in the pool,’ she said without a trace of irony in her voice, nor a flicker of insincerity on her face. ‘She must have died – that’s how she got through the portal – and I somehow took her place.’
‘So ... who are you?’
‘I told you – I don’t remember!’ Audrey snapped, suddenly impatient. ‘All I remember is being in this lovely peaceful place and angels flying all around me.’


Heaven, Wolfgang had thought then. But now, standing in almost exactly the same spot in the cemetery four days later, he was not sure what he thought. All he knew was this: Audrey was gone and he would never see her again.
A tragedy, they were calling it. Shy blind girl drowns while trying to teach herself to swim under the cover of darkness.
Only Wolfgang knew the truth. It wasn’t an accident. She had stolen his keys not to teach herself to swim, but to travel back through her ridiculous portal. Looking down over the heads of the other mourners standing in a ragged semi-circle around the freshly dug hole where her casket lay, he found it difficult not to be angry with her.
Suicide was a mortal sin. Go immediately to hell, do not pass Go.
But Wolfgang wasn’t sure he believed in hell. In any case, it hadn’t been suicide. The real Audrey Babacan was supposed to have died seventeen years and eleven months ago. This one, the one who’d slipped through from the other side and inhabited her body, had simply been setting things to rights.
It was a tragedy, Wolfgang thought. She’d been out of her mind.
Everyone had been very understanding. After a second question and answer session, this one down at the police station with his mother in attendance, Wolfgang had been cleared of any responsibility for Audrey’s death. He’d received only a mild censure for the triple zero incident. His parents had been fine about it, too – they sensed how much Audrey had meant to him. And rather than firing him, Mrs Lonsdale had generously offered Wolfgang three days off work on full pay.
The Babacans were wonderful, too, even after they discovered he was only sixteen years old. They had been round to visit him twice since Saturday, Mrs Babacan giving him big teary kisses both times, and Mr Babacan – Keith – solemnly shaking his hand and calling him ‘son’. Wolfgang was the last person to see Audrey alive and they had wanted to know how she’d seemed, what she’d said, and every last detail of her final hours with him.
Despite his resolution to stop lying, Wolfgang had felt obliged to fabricate, since he couldn’t tell them about what had happened here in the cemetery. She’d been happy, he told them. She’d laughed a lot, made jokes. He hoped afterwards he hadn’t gone too far, but Bernadette had seemed grateful for what he told her, and he felt justified for having helped her in her grieving. He was grieving, too, but he tried not to show it. Keith had invited him to sit with them at the funeral and be a pallbearer, but Wolfgang had politely declined, saying he wasn’t family and would prefer to sit with his parents. ‘Why don’t you all sit with us?’ Keith had pressed, but Wolfgang had told him his father was uncomfortable sitting anywhere but in his usual pew. For once it was useful having a senior-citizen father.
The church had been nearly full, and uncharacteristically there were nearly as many young people as over-thirties. Wolfgang was surprised by how many teenagers filled the pews, particularly weepy-eyed girls. He wondered where they had all been when Audrey was alive.
Four people made eulogies, including Keith and Martine. Rather than make a speech, Martine read a poem by WH Auden that Wolfgang remembered from Four Weddings and a Funeral, by the end of which three-quarters of the congregation was busy with tissues. Wolfgang remained dry-eyed throughout. He was determined not to cry. She deceived me, he thought every time he felt the threat of tears. She told me she loved me just so she could get the keys.
But in his heart he knew this wasn’t true.
Sylvia asked him if he wanted to go to the bowling club for the wake, but Wolfgang said no. ‘It’ll be too much for Dad,’ he said.
‘I can drop you there then come back later to collect you,’ Leo said generously.
‘No, Dad. Thanks, but I don’t need to go. Really.’
‘Her parents might like you to be there,’ said Sylvia.
‘I’m sure they won’t notice. I’m not actually feeling too good,’ Wolfgang lied.
As everyone began walking away up the grassy green slope towards their cars, Leo placed an arm across Wolfgang’s shoulders. ‘She’ll be able to hear in heaven.’
‘What will she hear?’
‘Lord only knows,’ the old man said. ‘They were supposed to be Beethoven’s last words. “I’ll be able to hear in heaven”. He was deaf, you see. Like your friend.’
‘She was blind, Dad; she wasn’t deaf.’
‘Ah.’ Leo rubbed his chin. ‘Well, it’s the same thing. She’ll be able to see now.’
Wolfgang hoped it was true. Wherever she was, he hoped Audrey could see.
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When they arrived home after the funeral, the message light on the answering machine was blinking. Wolfgang walked past it. He closed his bedroom door and flopped face-down on his bed. A few minutes later he heard the machine beep and then the low cadence of a man’s recorded voice. Floorboards creaked in the passage outside his room. There was a light knock on the door.
‘What?’ Wolfgang said, his voice muffled by the pillow.
He heard the door open. ‘That doctor fellow from the museum phoned,’ his father said. ‘He wants you to call him back.’
‘Okay.’
‘Are you all right?’
Wolfgang wiped his eyes on his pillow slip. ‘Yeah. I must have dozed off.’
‘Would you like a cup of tea? Mum’s just put the ... um ... the ... um, thing on.’
‘Kettle?’
‘That’s it. She put the kettle on. We thought you might like a cup of tea.’
‘Not right now,’ Wolfgang said. He rolled onto his back. ‘Dad, have you ever heard of a nocturnal butterfly?’
Leo shook his head. ‘I can’t say I have.’
‘Is it possible, though?’ asked Wolfgang. ‘If a butterfly was nocturnal, that wouldn’t necessarily make it a moth, would it?’
‘I don’t suppose so. There are moths that come out in the daytime.’
‘So what are the other differences?’ Wolfgang asked. ‘I know most moths have feathery antennae, and nearly all of them rest with their wings flat, but is there any one definite way to tell a butterfly and a moth apart?’
His father nodded. ‘The frenulum.’
‘What’s that?’
‘You find them on moths. They join the forewings and hind wings together.’
‘Butterflies don’t have them?’
‘No.’
Wolfgang rose from the bed and hoisted his chair over to the wardrobe. ‘What about this?’ he said, opening the suitcase.
‘That’s a butterfly.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Well, look at it!’ Leo said, lifting the setting-tray out and holding it at arm’s length to admire the specimen pinned to it. ‘It’s obviously a butterfly.’
‘Can you be sure? Does it have ... um ... fremulins?’
‘Frenulum,’ his father corrected him. ‘No, it certainly doesn’t.’
Wolfgang looked on doubtfully. ‘Are they that obvious?’
‘Are what obvious?’
‘Frenulum.’
‘No, they’re hidden by the forewings.’
‘How do you know it hasn’t got them then?’
‘Because I’d have noticed when I was setting it,’ Leo said, handing the specimen back. ‘By the way, that doctor phoned – the one from the museum.’
Wolfgang didn’t return Dr Karalis’ call. He didn’t feel like explaining why he hadn’t delivered the black butterfly to him the previous day. Or, more precisely, why he hadn’t left it at reception. I’ll let him stew for a bit, Wolfgang decided. It would teach the scientist not to be so offhand with him in future. As far as Wolfgang knew, Dr Karalis didn’t have a butterfly named after him. Not that fame, or even butterflies, held much appeal for Wolfgang at present.
That night, when finally he fell asleep, Wolfgang dreamed he was back at the cemetery. The plot where Audrey had been buried was undisturbed by the gravediggers’ shovels and backhoe. A small posy of daisies lay on the grass. Someone tapped him on the shoulder. It was Audrey.
‘I can see!’ she whispered, fluttering her huge white butterfly wings.
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Wolfgang returned to work the following afternoon. It was harder than he expected. His eyes were continually drawn to Audrey’s spot beneath the peppercorn tree. He couldn’t look at the pool itself without picturing her shuffling down the wheelchair ramp the first and only time he had seen her in bathers. He remembered how she had bent forward and pushed her face under the water and held it there for nearly half a minute, her red hair fanned out around her head like a halo. And then her disappointment when she’d come back up. She had been disappointed, Wolfgang realised now, not because her sight hadn’t been restored, but because of what she hadn’t been able to find beneath the water. He hoped she’d found it now.
At three o’clock Wolfgang asked Christie to relieve him and went looking for Mrs Lonsdale. He found her washing the dishes in the staff kitchen.
‘I have to go home, Mrs Lonsdale.’
She set a teaspoon in the drainer and turned around. ‘Are you sure? It might be better to keep busy.’
‘Not here,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I keep getting reminded of her.’
Mrs Lonsdale’s eyes became moist. ‘Do you have someone you can talk to?’
‘Yeah. I’ll be okay.’
‘It might take some time, but things will get easier. Is there anything I can do?’
‘No.’
She sighed. ‘Take all the time you need, Wolfgang. Your job will still be here. Give me a call when you feel you’re ready to come back, or even if you just want to talk.’


Everyone wanted him to talk, but talking about Audrey only made it worse. He didn’t want to be reminded of her. It would have been better for everyone if she had drowned properly the first time. Then he would never have met her and fallen in love with her. And she wouldn’t have had to endure sixteen years as a blind, fat, mixed-up girl whose only friend was a fraud and a liar.
Wolfgang spent the next week and a half at home; he didn’t go anywhere except to mass on Sunday. Various people came to visit – Steve Taylor, Mark Cowan, Martine Babacan (that was awkward, now that she knew the truth about his age), even Michael from the pool. Wolfgang knew his mother was behind it. He had overheard her one evening on the phone, saying to someone how much Wolfgang would appreciate seeing them. Ha! The only person he would appreciate seeing was dead. But he was polite with his visitors; they were only trying to help. He offered them Coke or juice or cups of tea or coffee, and he laughed dutifully at their jokes and funny stories and tried to appear friendly and interested in what they were saying, but always he was secretly relieved – as no doubt they were, too – when they left.
The only person whose company wasn’t a strain on him was his father. Wolfgang wasn’t sure if Leo had forgotten Audrey had died; the old man acted as if nothing had changed. He was as absent-minded, as grumpy, as unpredictable and as frustrating as ever, but Wolfgang found a strange comfort in this. After all the kid-gloves treatment he was receiving from everyone else, it was nice to have someone treat him normally. His father had his failings, but at least he was real.
The only time Leo revealed that he might have known more than he was letting on occurred nearly two weeks after Audrey’s death. It was Friday morning and Wolfgang was in the backyard pegging out the washing for his mother, who had put a load of coloureds in the washing machine before she went shopping. The back door opened and Leo beckoned Wolfgang over.
‘That new priest’s here,’ he said in a loud whisper.
Wolfgang fingered the blue and white tea towel he’d been about to hang up. ‘Father Nguyen? What does he want?’
‘The same as all the others, I expect. Do you want me to send him away?’
It would seem rude. Wolfgang didn’t want to speak to the priest, but he knew he would have to do so eventually. ‘No, Dad. I’ll just get the rest of this washing out.’
By the time Wolfgang went inside, his father had made their visitor a pot of tea and set it, along with four cups and saucers and a jug of milk, on the kitchen table. The small Vietnamese priest stood up and formally shook Wolfgang’s hand. His fingers were as soft as a child’s and barely larger.
‘How are you, Wolfgang? Your father was telling me of your butterfly collection.’
‘Would you like to see it?’ he asked. Anything to distract the priest from why he had come here.
‘I would like to, very much.’
Wolfgang led Father Nguyen to his bedroom. It was a mess but he didn’t care. There was nothing in the Ten Commandments about tidiness.
‘They are very beautiful,’ said the quietly-spoken priest, admiring the display case closest to the door. ‘You caught these yourself?’
‘Dad caught those ones.’ Wolfgang pointed to the case above his desk. ‘These are mine here.’
Father Nguyen came over to look. ‘You must be very skilful to make them look so alive.’
‘Dad’s better at it than me,’ Wolfgang said. ‘I’m still only learning.’
‘Where do you find them?’
‘I caught most of those around here. The big green one’s from Queensland. I had to buy it.’
‘You can buy butterflies?’ asked the priest.
‘I bought it as a chrysalis.’
‘Chrysalis? I don’t know this word.’
‘It’s the stage between a caterpillar and a butterfly. Here, I can show you.’
Wolfgang pulled a book from the shelf beside his desk and leafed through it until he came to a diagram showing the life cycle of a butterfly.
Father Nguyen studied the page intently. He seemed genuinely interested. ‘How do you say this word?’
‘Imago. It’s the final stage – the butterfly.’
‘Imago,’ the priest repeated. He looked up and smiled. ‘This is how we will be in heaven, Wolfgang: like the ugly caterpillar that changes to the beautiful butterfly.’
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‘You’ve had visitors?’ Sylvia asked as Wolfgang cleared away the remains of their morning tea to make way for the two bags of groceries she’d carried in from the car.
Leo clutched the teapot possessively. ‘That new priest,’ he said.
‘Oh. What did he want?’
‘You know what he wanted, Mum,’ said Wolfgang. ‘You phoned him.’
She sniffed. ‘Well, someone’s got to shake you out of your cocoon.’
Cocoon, he thought. It was a strangely appropriate metaphor, in light of his conversation with Father Nguyen.
‘What happened to Father Frazer?’ asked Leo, pouring the last of the tea – a dark brown dribble – into his cup.
‘He died,’ Wolfgang said.
Sylvia flashed him an exasperated look. ‘He did not die. He moved down to Korumburra. No, don’t look in the newspaper, dear.’
Wolfgang had pulled the Advertiser out of one of the shopping bags. He stood there holding it. ‘Why not?’
‘I meant to leave it in the car. There’s something in it you probably shouldn’t look at.’
His mother reached for the newspaper but Wolfgang lifted it playfully over his head and moved away from her across the kitchen. If there was something in the Addy she didn’t want him to see, it was probably a photo of a semi-naked woman or something equally interesting.
‘No, don’t open it, Wolfgang.’
‘Too late,’ he said.
Staring out of the front page, and thankfully fully clothed, was a photo of Mrs Lonsdale. A second photo showed the pool, inset with two small close-ups of the waterline, each with a spirit level demonstrating its variation from the horizontal. One inset was labelled 1990, the second had yesterday’s date printed below it. The accompanying article filled the rest of the page.


On the Level


Rumours that New Lourdes’ famous sloping swimming pool is losing its gradient were confirmed yesterday evening when pool manager and former mayor, Shirley Lonsdale, held a press conference in the pool grounds.
Mrs Lonsdale told an audience of local and national press that the change had been taking place for approximately two weeks.
Formerly the water’s surface inclined 5.75 degrees from the horizontal, Mrs Lonsdale said. By 5:00 p.m. yesterday the incline had diminished to 2.05 degrees. If this continues, the pool will be completely level by the end of next week.
‘This could have a devastating effect on the economy of New Lourdes,’ the former mayor said yesterday.
New Lourdes Pool, called by many the Eighth Wonder of the World, first came to prominence in 1990 when its surface tilted overnight to its former level 5.75 degrees from the horizontal. Scientists have been baffled by the phenomenon for nearly eighteen years ...


Wolfgang lowered the newspaper and stared out the window.
‘I warned you not to look,’ Sylvia said.
‘Why? Does it say something about Audrey?’
‘No. But I thought it might remind you.’
‘It’s okay, Mum,’ he said softly, watching a pair of white cabbage butterflies performing a pre-mating pirouette above the grevilleas. His mind was whirling faster than they were. ‘It doesn’t bother me to be reminded.’
He remembered how Audrey had zigzagged erratically around the lawns that night at the botanical gardens. It had seemed almost as if she was following something. ‘I can see angels,’ she’d said afterwards.
White, he thought, his eyes following the erratic dance of the two white butterflies outside the window. In a photographic negative, a black butterfly would appear white.
What if ...?
‘This tea’s cold,’ Leo complained in the background.
Wolfgang turned around. ‘Dad, would you be able to drive me somewhere?’
‘I can drive you,’ Sylvia offered.
Leo scraped his chair backwards and rose stiffly to his feet. ‘Is there something wrong with your hearing, my love? Wolfgang asked me to drive him.’
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It was going to be another very hot day. Already the temperature must have been nearly thirty degrees and it was still an hour before noon. This time Wolfgang had remembered the umbrella. He held its shade over his father as they made their way slowly down the wide grassy slope. In his other arm he cradled a shoebox and a bunch of white carnations wrapped in tissue paper and cellophane. The flowers were Leo’s idea. He had paid for them himself.
‘You’ve got to take flowers,’ he’d said when Wolfgang told him where they were going, so they had made a slow detour to the supermarket.
Leo hadn’t asked what was in the shoebox.
There were already flowers on her grave: a bunch of yellow and white daisies – they looked fresh – and a wilting red rose in an empty glass. The dirt had been cleared away but Wolfgang could still see the cuts in the turf where the sods had been replaced. There was no plaque yet, just a small numbered wooden marker.
Leo bent stiffly and picked up the glass with the rose in it. ‘I saw a tap back there,’ he said, and started back up the slope.
Wolfgang hurried after him. ‘Here, take the umbrella.’
‘It isn’t going to rain,’ his father said, crotchety as ever.
‘For the sun.’
‘I know what it’s for. I’m not stupid.’
‘I know you aren’t stupid, Dad.’
Without another word, Leo took the umbrella and shuffled off.
Wolfgang returned to Audrey’s grave. He placed the carnations beside the daisies. They had buried her in the exact spot where she used to spend her nights. ‘Whose grave?’ he’d asked her two weeks ago. Now he knew.
Wolfgang opened the shoebox. As he lifted the setting-tray out, the umbrella’s wide shadow fell over him.
‘Isn’t that the one Doctor What’s-his-name from the museum keeps phoning about?’ his father asked.
‘Yes.’
‘I thought you were taking it down to him.’
‘I’ve got another wing – I’ll send him that,’ Wolfgang said. Although he wasn’t sure it wouldn’t disappear like the first one. ‘Dad, do you think there are other places besides this world where people can live?’
‘That’s a strange question,’ Leo said.
‘There have been some pretty strange things happening lately.’
Leo knelt beside him and replaced the wilted rose in its refilled glass of water on Audrey’s grave. ‘It’s hard when someone close to you dies,’ he said, his voice slightly hoarse. ‘I’m sure she’s happy.’
Wolfgang thought so, too. ‘Can you give me a hand with this?’
His father lay the umbrella upside down on the grass. ‘What do you want me to do?’
‘Take the pins out.’
Wolfgang held the setting-tray while Leo began removing the pins and strips of paper that secured the black butterfly to its cork mounting. As the first wing came free, there was a tiny but unmistakeable shiver of movement.
‘Good heavens!’ Leo whispered, pulling his hands away. ‘You can’t have used enough cyanide.’
It was Leo who had set the butterfly but Wolfgang didn’t correct him. In any case, he thought, it wasn’t a question of cyanide.
‘Undo the other wing,’ Wolfgang said.
His vision swam as Leo’s trembling fingers freed the second black wing. For a moment nothing happened, then the butterfly slowly closed its wings and opened them again, as if it was waking from a deep sleep. It rose onto its feet and walked jerkily across the cork and on to Wolfgang’s thumb. He held his hand out over Audrey’s grave, not sure what to do.
‘Go,’ he told it, then lowered his voice to a whisper, ‘go and join her.’
The butterfly tested its wings again: open, closed, open.
Then it flew.
Wolfgang helped his father to his feet. Neither of them said a word. Together, father and son watched the big black butterfly circle up into the faded blue of the summer sky. Up it went, up and up and up, a small black dot spiralling skywards, becoming smaller and smaller until Wolfgang was no longer sure he could see anything at all.
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