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Chapter One
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He watched as she threaded her way between the tables, manoeuvring her tray of hot food around heads and elbows, smiling her apologies and all the while scanning the room – looking for a friend perhaps?

She’d been here before, he remembered.  Not a local though.  True, she had the grungy, dishevelled look common to much of the street life that frequented the Centre, but her complexion was bright and healthy – more like one of the visiting backpackers who sometimes dropped in for a cheap feed to spin out their holiday savings.

But no, backpackers didn't usually come here alone.  And they were generally more relaxed, definitely out for a good time.  This girl had a different attitude – something very purposeful, as if she was on a mission.

She looked his way, caught his eye and smiled, and without thinking he smiled back.  At that moment the sun broke through the clouds, flooding the room with light, and she came towards him in a luminescent halo, weaving between the tables like a heavenly dancer.  He realised he was staring, and suddenly took a studious interest in his roast beef and vegetables and their detailed arrangement on his plate.  There was a rough face, with potato cheeks, a pumpkin nose, and a meat and gravy hairdo.  He wasn’t sure about the beans.  Maybe they could hang down the side, like dreadlocks.

'Excuse me, is this place taken?'  Her accent was foreign, possibly East European.  Maybe she was a backpacker after all.

He kept staring at his plate, hoping she would move on.  Having scored his favourite spot in the corner and spread himself over the table to discourage company, he was disinclined to give in easily.  She waited.  And waited.  Looking up, he frowned, but she responded with her disarming smile, raising one eyebrow slightly.  He grunted, and made room for her.

'Thank you very much', she said, sounding genuinely grateful, not a hint of sarcasm.  He made a little face of surprise to himself, and went on eating.

After a while, she spoke again.  'The food here is very good.'

He sighed, finally relinquishing his modest dream of a quiet meal in the corner.  'Yes,' he said, looking up and nodding, 'and cheap.'

'And cheap,' she echoed, in her funny accent.  She smiled again, and her eyes twinkled, widening slightly.  You couldn't help noticing her eyes.  Deep sea blue and luminous, they looked as if they’d been freshly painted on.  Different, but not different enough to mar her beauty.  Unsettling, that was the word.  Attractive and unsettling.  ‘Do you live around here?’ she asked.

He blinked.  'Yeah, in a rooming house.  And you?’

'I’m staying at the Grand Hotel.'

He grimaced.  The ludicrously named Grand Hotel was the place you stayed when you couldn't get a bed anywhere else.  Nothing grand about it, unless you counted the amount of drugs consumed and the size of the cockroaches.

'I know,' she continued, seeing the face he pulled, 'it's not very good.'

'I lived there a few years ago.  It's a dump.'

'The place you’re in now is better?'

'Yeah, much.'

‘Maybe I could get a room there?'

He shook his head.  'It's full at the moment.  And there's a waiting list.'

'Oh,' she said, obviously disappointed.

'You could apply.  The office is just down the street.  Burmont Community Housing – they’re good people.'

Her face brightened.

'I can show you after lunch if you like.  I'll be going that way.'

'That would be great!  Thank you very much.'

'’s okay.'

They ate in easy silence for a few minutes.  The Centre was relatively peaceful that day.  No fights, no one going off the rails – except perhaps Martin, muttering to himself by the window.  Noticeably louder than last week.  Heading for hospital again.

'Do you often come here to eat?'

'No,' he replied, 'usually I'm working.  Got the day off today.'

'Working, that's good.  I'd like to get some work too.  Waitressing, maybe.'

'Well, you can carry a tray.  And you look nice.'

'Thank you.'

'Need some better clothes though.'

'Oh, I think these will be okay if they’re washed and ironed properly,' she said, brushing at her shirt and trying to pull it into better shape.  'The washing machines at the hotel are no good.'  She crinkled her nose.  'They keep breaking down.  And if you turn your back for a minute someone will steal your stuff.'

He said nothing.

'I guess I’ll need to use the laundromat.'

'I guess.'
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Chapter Two
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The Community Housing guy listened to her story – loud, drunken parties, scary people knocking on her door in the middle of the night, used syringes on the bathroom floor in the morning...  He was sympathetic, but he’d heard it all before, and wasn't about to put her name at the top of the list.  Still, there was the promise of a better future.

'What's your name?' he asked, pen poised.

'Oska Sentara.'
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Outside it was a beautiful spring day, and the beach beckoned.  They walked through the foreshore park, onto the sand, and sat down together.  The beach was mostly deserted, though a few hardy souls were braving the water.

'Oska...what was it?'

'Sentara.'

'So you must be from – Hungary?  Russia?  No, I know, don't tell me – Poland!  I had a Polish teacher at school, and he sounded just like you.'

'Poland, if you like,' she replied, shrugging and looking away.

'You don't want to talk about the past?  That's cool.'

'Why bother with the past when there is such a beautiful day to enjoy?'  She tried for a smile, but it was tinged with sadness.  No, not sadness, more like worry, a burden she carried.

He knew not to probe.  The rooming house world was full of people with painful past lives, if not downright horror stories.  Some carried their grief like a badge of honour, while others preferred to leave the past where it was.  Still, he wondered why she seemed so anxious.  Was she on the run from some violent guy, or the cops maybe?  Or perhaps she had a kid somewhere.

She changed the subject.  'Tell me about the work you do.'

'Supermarket.  In the storeroom mostly.  But often I do extra shifts – at night, shelf stacking.'

'Busy.'

'Yeah, I'm saving.  Looking at moving on.'

'Where are you going?'

'Oh, you know, somewhere better.'

She looked at him expectantly.  'Like where?'

He pushed his lip out.  'Somewhere in the country.  Somewhere peaceful, where no one hassles you.'

They sat for a while, saying nothing.  Like two little sandcastles – gritty, fortified.

'Me too,' she said.

'What me too?'

'Somewhere in the country.  Somewhere peaceful, where no one hassles you, and you can sit on the verandah in the evening and listen to the frogs.'

'Frogs are good.'

'And owls.'

'Owls are good too...as long as they don't eat all the frogs.'

She gave a short, sharp laugh, and the seagulls scattered.  He made a face.  They fell back into silence.  Easy to be with each other.  Too easy perhaps.  He got up.  Must be going.  See you another time maybe.  Oska had risen too and was standing close.  She touched him lightly on the arm and he felt his hair stand on end.  'What's your name?'

'Matthew.'
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The next time he went for lunch at the Centre, Oska was sitting at the table in the corner.  He hesitated, then made up his mind and walked over.  Today was a good day, and he was feeling light.  She looked up as he approached, and beckoned.

'Hey, guess what? I got a job!'

'Great!  Whereabouts?'

'At Sirius.  It's across the road from the supermarket.'

'Yeah, I know it.  When did you start?'

'Yesterday.  I'm on trial for a week.'

'Don't break the crockery.'

She gave him a sly smile.  'Perhaps,' she said slowly, 'you could come in for a meal, and I will serve you, and then you could give a wonderful report to the manager.'

'That'll really work,' he said, sarcastically.

She pouted.  'You're supposed to be on my side.'

'You'll be fine.  Just smile a lot.'

She sat back, frowned, and crossed her arms.  'I'm not smiling for you.'

He laughed.  'I can see that.'

They ate.  The room chattered and hummed, clinked and scraped.

'How’s life at the Grand?'

'Terrible.  I can't wait to leave.'

'Why?  I mean, I know why, but why in particular?'

'There's this guy, Dean Lotz.'

'I know Dean.'

‘He has the room next to mine.'

‘Uh-oh.’

'Yes, uh-oh.  You know he rents it to the girls?'  Matthew nodded.  'They bring men back, all day and all night, coming and going, fucking in his room.'

'Busy as Bourke Street.'

She raised her eyebrows.

'Just an expression.'

'And he hassles me.  Always doing this with his tongue.'  She widened her eyes and flicked her tongue in and out.  Matthew grimaced.  'And touching me, and telling me how much money I could make if I worked for him.'

'Problem.'

'Yes, big problem!’  She shook her head.  'And that's not all.  He's got a girlfriend.'

'Gina?'

'Yes.  She hates me.'

'Feels threatened.'

'I don't know why.'

Matthew rolled his eyes.

'What!?'

'Well you are good looking.'

She frowned and made a dismissive gesture, but he could tell she was pleased.

‘And Gina’s mad,' he added.

'She’s a snake!  Worse than him.  Anyway, I don't understand what she sees in him.  He's such a pig.'

'He keeps her in gear.’

The noise in the room subsided momentarily.  A few people looked around in expectation of trouble, but then it started up again, purring like an engine of flesh and steel.

'Have you been back to the Community Housing place?'

'No, I must go – tell them if they can't find me a room I’ll soon be dead.'
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With their workplaces in such close proximity, it was natural that Matthew and Oska should bump into each other regularly.  At first they just exchanged greetings and continued on their way, but as the days went by they began to linger, sometimes going for coffee, occasionally walking home together, weaving a web with their inconsequential chat.

It was after one such rendezvous, when Matthew had arrived home and was getting ready for bed, that he heard an agitated knocking at the front door, and Oska's voice – calling, urgent, distressed.

He quickly pulled on his jeans, doing them up as he walked down the hallway.  A door opened halfway along, and a tousled head appeared.  'Too much bloody noise!'

'It's okay, she's a friend.'

He opened the front door.  Oska was standing on the step, pyjama-clad, staring at her feet.  She looked up, her eyes full of worry.  'I'm sorry, I know it's late.  Can I come in?  Please!’

'Sure,' he replied, stepping back to let her through.

His room was small, and economically furnished – a bed, a side-table with a lamp, a half-size wardrobe and a bar fridge.  On the floor was a tray with a kettle and bits of crockery and cutlery.  It was crowded.  Not much room for a visitor.

Oska stood in the middle of the tiny space, her bare feet overlapping and her arms crossed over her chest as if she was trying to shrink away into nothing.  He frowned, unused to such intrusion.  'Sit down, sit down!' he said, gesturing towards the bed.

She lowered herself uneasily, staring straight ahead, saying nothing.  He sat down beside her, and as she turned towards him he noticed the blood on her neck.  His hand went out instinctively. 'Shit!  What happened?'

'Fucking Gina.'

'She did this?'

Oska nodded, and her lip quivered.  'Dean was really hassling me.  The lock on my door is broken and he kept coming into my room.'  She took a breath, and pushed her hands between her knees.  'Gina found us together.  I mean, he was just in my room and I was trying to get him out, but she thought, you know...  She went nuts and they started fighting.  She was screaming the place down, threatening to kill me.  He took her away and everything quietened down.  I thought it was okay, and I was going to bed.  Then she came back, with a knife.'  Her voice cracked, and she paused, trying to compose herself.  'I thought she was really going to do it.  She held it to my throat – here.'  Oska touched her neck and looked at him, her eyes wide with fright.  He reached out and took her hand.  Tears spilled down her cheeks and she began to sob and shake violently.  He put his arm around her shoulder, moving close and holding her, and they sat together, clinging tightly, saying nothing.  Her crying subsided, but she was still trembling, shuddering waves racking her body.  She gave a big sigh and was suddenly still.  'I'm cold,' she said, bleakly, starting to shiver.  

Matthew wrapped her in a blanket and gave her some tissues.  Then he padded to the bathroom, returning with a cup of warm water to wash her neck.

'I'm sorry to be a nuisance.'

He grunted, waving her apology aside, then gently wiped away the blood.

'I can't go back there.'

'I know.  You can stay here.'

She reached out to touch his hand.  'Thank you,' she said, mouthing the words with barely a sound.

They drank hot tea together, not saying much.  Matthew pulled out the sheet and blankets from the foot of his bed and stuffed a couple of jumpers into a spare pillowcase. They lay down at opposite ends, and tried to sleep.

The next morning, Matthew and Oska both called in sick.  She searched his fridge for breakfast fare.  'I don't have much food,' he said apologetically.

'And you working at the supermarket,' she chided.  Closing the door, she noticed a group of wood carvings sitting on top of the fridge.  She picked one up, and traced the outline of the figure with her finger.  It was an ibis, carved in plum.  'This is beautiful,' she said.

They had toast and tea, and shared an apple, then Matthew headed off to the Grand in the hope of retrieving Oska's worldly goods.  'I think I dropped my purse on the floor,' she called out, as he disappeared down the hallway. 
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Dean's door was open.  He was sitting on the bed rolling a joint.  Matthew stuck his head in.  'Hi Dean.'

Dean looked up and squinted.  'Whatcha want mate?'

'It's me, Matthew.'

'Matthew!  Hey!  Long time no see!  Come in, have a smoke.'

'Nah, too busy thanks.  I've come to pick up Oska's stuff.'

'She moving out?'

'Yeah.  Had enough of this shithole.'

'The Grand Hotel, a shithole?!  It's Burmont's finest address.'

'Yeah, right.  For the cockroaches.  Hey, ah... anyone been in her room?'

'Funny you should mention cockroaches.  Gary crashed there for the night.'

'Oh shit!’

Dean laughed.  'No mate, it's good news.  Protection, courtesy of Burmont's most powerful man.'  He held his nose and pulled a face of disgust.  'No one would dare go in.  Death by suffocation.'  He put his hands around his throat and made dramatic gurgling noises.  'Should smell pretty sweet by now.'  

When Matthew pushed open Oska’s door he was immediately overcome by the stench.  'Fuck,' he said, staggering to the window and lifting the sash.  Gary was passed out on the bed.  He groaned, wriggled, and settled back into sleep – or was it a coma?

The room was quite large, reflecting the fact that at one time the Grand Hotel had truly been grand.  You could see it in the detailing – the tall, sash window, the ceiling rose, ornate cornices and deep, fluted skirting boards – all speaking of past opulence, when wealthy travellers came to recline in luxury.

Matthew scanned the floor.  'Ah!' he exclaimed, spotting the purse.  He looked inside and found money.  'Great!  Gary must have been too whacked to notice.' Pulling a couple of plastic garbage bags out of his pocket, he began bundling Oska's clothes into them.  She didn't have a wardrobe, just a metal frame, hung with tops, pants and a couple of dresses.  The rest of her clothes were folded and stacked neatly against the wall. There was also a calico bag with knitting and sewing paraphernalia.  He knelt down to look under the bed, where he found a handbag.  Then, searching through the bedside cabinet, he came across some jewellery and a couple of books.  Before leaving he paused, surveying the bed with its reeking form, and shaking his head.

Dean was in the corridor.  'Where's Gina?' Matthew asked.

'Dunno.  Probably gone to Valerie's.  Good riddance.'

'You know she pulled a knife on Oska?’

'Stupid bitch.  Too much fucking trouble.  Hey, is Oska staying with you?'

'Yeah, for the moment.'

Dean raised his eyebrows and began to pump his hips with synchronised grunting noises.

'Fuck off Dean.'

The laughter followed him along the corridor and down the stairs.
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Matthew and Oska spent the rest of the morning at the laundromat, washing Oska's clothes, trying to get rid of the stink.  Afterwards they went to the Community Housing office, and this time the housing guy was more sympathetic.

'She's in danger,' said Matthew.  'Can't go back to the Grand.  Needs another room urgently.'

'Who was this person with the knife?'

Matthew and Oska looked at each other.  'Just some blow-in,' said Matthew.

'Yeah, a blow-in,' agreed Oska.  'Don't know her name, but I've seen her round.'

'So she'll probably be back,' added Matthew.

The housing guy rubbed his chin, and eyed them thoughtfully.  'Wouldn't be a blow-in called Gina with a nasty temper and a large appetite for ice, would it?'

They shrugged.

'Well, you may be in luck.  I think Marta has a vacancy in the Cranmer Street house.  She'll be back later this afternoon.  If you drop in after four you should catch her.'

'Oh great!  Thanks!' exclaimed Oska, her voice breaking with relief.

They bought some rolls and drinks at the café next door, and went down to the foreshore to have a celebratory lunch.  Happiness wafted around them.  They fed the seagulls, and laughed, and after their meal they lay on the grass and looked up through the leaves of the old fig tree.

'Tell me about your place in the country,' said Oska.

Matthew said nothing.

'I want to know if it's like mine,' she added, encouragingly.

'I didn't know you had one.'

'Oh yes, and it's very beautiful.'  She paused, then continued: 'there’s a small, wooden house, set in a lush valley, and the air is warm and fragrant.  And in the evening I sit on the verandah and watch the sun set.'

'Sounds tropical, like Queensland.'

'Yes, it is tropical.  What about yours?'

'It's an old bluestone house, with a cellar.  There are lots of fruit trees – peaches, apples, apricots, pears.  And in the autumn you can walk out the back and pick fresh mushrooms for dinner.'

'Is it somewhere you’ve been?'

'Yeah, a long time ago.'

She waited.

'I had this teacher at school – Mr Weighand.  We got on really well.  He had a place an hour or so out of town.  Used to take me there sometimes, when my mother was... um... away.  He and his wife – they were so nice.  It was peaceful, you know, and... I don't know, just peaceful.'  Matthew fell silent.

Oska rolled onto her tummy, and leant on her elbows, looking at Matthew.

'What?'

'Nothing.'
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It was four thirty, and Marta had come through with the room – yes!  They went back to Matthew's place to collect Oska's stuff, and at five o'clock they met Marta at the Cranmer Street house.  The room was a good one – quite large, and down the back with a view out over the garden.  Oska couldn't stop smiling, and she kissed Marta several times.  Marta blushed, and left in some confusion.

'Well, I guess I'll leave you to settle in,' said Matthew.

Oska stepped up close and took his hands.  'Thank you, thank you!  When I am set up, in a couple of days, you must come over for dinner.'  She beamed up at him, and without thinking he drew her closer.  Their bodies met, and he felt himself flooding with warmth.  Slipping his arms around her back, he bent his face down till their noses were touching.  They stayed like that for several seconds, watching, drifting into each other.  There was a strange sensation in the middle of his forehead, like electricity, and as he leaned down to kiss her he knew that everything had changed.
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Chapter Three
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Matthew dreamed he was sitting on the verandah of a small house, nestled on the edge of a forest at the head of a green valley.  The air was warm and moist, fragrant with pink and white blossom, and the sky was a shimmering sea of blue.  He turned to Oska, words forming on his lips, but before he could speak she smiled in understanding.

When he awoke, it was like coming in to land at an exotic resort.  He was strong, he was light, and he floated in a bubble of Oskajoy.  After hovering in bed for an indeterminate amount of time, he raised himself up and placed both feet on the floor.  This in itself was a new experience.  His clothes arrived from another universe and fluttered onto his body.  His breakfast was pleased to be eaten, and he had a rather interesting conversation with an apple.

After losing and finding himself several times, Matthew left for work.  The door said ‘hello’ as he approached, and ‘goodbye’ as he closed it.  'Have a nice day.'  Walking along, his feet chatted to the footpath.  The trees waved and bowed as he passed, and the clouds hurried on their way to appointments in the sky.

At the supermarket, he was trying to be brisk and efficient, but it wasn't working.  The packets on the shelves were a kaleidoscope of colour, the price tags fell like confetti, and the barcodes trumpeted their way through the checkout.

It was a celebration, a grand party for those who were in on the secret.

Why were they paying him?  What was he doing here?

The following day he received a note in his letterbox.  It was pink and sequined, and smelled of orange blossom:
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Please come to Oska's room-warming party

Only enough space for one special guest

You have been chosen

6:00pm, Thursday
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Matthew was searching for a present.  He went to the retro shop.  He went to the hippie shop.  He went to the sparkling-modern-decor shop.  Then, as he was passing the florist, he saw the most exquisite arrangement of orchids and ferns, and had to buy it.  On the counter were several vases – handmade, enamelled, and decorated with swimming patterns of deep, rich colour.  One of them sang to him, so he bought that as well.

On the way home, he wondered where Oska would put the vase, and he heard her voice saying: it's good, I have just the place.

He was there at seven, dancing on the doorstep.  Confronted by the real Oska, the living, breathing, pulsating body of Oska, he was taken aback.  But her smile was full of delight, so he kissed her behind the flowers, and followed her down the hallway.

Oska had been busy.  There was new linen on the bed, and posters on the wall; a bedside table with a mermaid lamp, a wooden clothes rack, and a small dressing table with a vacant space for the new vase.  Smiles all round, then off to the kitchen where she had been preparing food.  Here Matthew met Helen ('hello love') and, later, Colleen ('got a smoke?').

They carried their meal to the far end of the backyard, to a place under the trees, where Oska spread a rug.  There they ate together, chatting about nothing much while the birds sang and the sun winked at them through the leaves.

They had finished eating and were sitting cross-legged, facing one another.  Their talk died away, and suddenly everything was still – very still, and finely balanced.  Even the birds stopped chattering, and the only sounds came from far away – as if they were enveloped in their own private bubble.  They reached for each other, touching hands, shy, tentative, and as they leaned in to kiss, the past was erased and the future ceased to exist.

He was lying on the bed as Oska eased herself down on him.  Her eyes glowed, and she bit her lower lip.  She bent forward, and he felt the heavy softness of her breasts against his chest, her hair lightly brushing his face as they kissed.  There was a taste of nectar, sweet and fruity, and each time their lips parted they were drawn back together, drinking each other in.

Afterwards, they lay together, gently caressing, no talking, till their eyes grew heavy and they drifted off.
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Chapter Four
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'I had a dream about you the other night.'

They were sitting together on the foreshore, under the fig tree, watching the sun go down.

'Was it good?' she asked.

'It was strange.  But good, yes.  We were on the verandah of a cottage, in a valley at the foot of a mountain range.  There was an orchard, and a river nearby.  It felt tropical.'

'I know that place.'

'In Queensland?'

She hesitated.  'Yes, in Queensland.'

'And the cottage – that's your home?'

'Sort of... well, not at the moment obviously.'

He was playing with a piece of stick, breaking it in half, then into half again, and arranging the pieces in a pattern on his leg.  'Do you have family there?'

'Just my sister, Yuri.’

'She lives in the cottage?'

'No, she has her own house nearby.'

'She's older than you?'

‘Yeah, a couple of years.'

‘Only a couple of years older, and she has her own house?'

'Yeah,' she nodded, then paused, looking away for a few seconds before continuing.  'Yuri has a condition, MCS – do you know it?'  He shook his head.  'Multiple Chemical Sensitivity.  Basically it means she's allergic to all sorts of chemicals, so she has to live in a special environment – no paint, no carpets, no perfumes, no detergents.  And she can't tolerate herbicides or pesticides, so all her food has to be organically grown.'

'Shit.'

'Yeah, shit.  Anyway, she has this special house, built out of metal and glass and untreated wood.  And the furnishings are made from natural fibre, and the air is purified.  It was built in the forest away from the roads, with no farms nearby so there’s no danger of chemical contamination.'

'Fuck, what a hassle.'

'Well, at least she's got a place to stay.  For a while she was sleeping out and hardly eating anything – it nearly killed her.  But now, with the house, she has a chance of a decent life.'

'God, it must get boring – like being in prison.  What does she do with herself all day?'

'Oh, she likes to read.  And she loves to sing.  And she embroiders beautifully.'

'With natural fibres.'

Oska nodded.  'With natural fibres.'

'Are you close?'

She looked away.  'Yes, we are.'

He brushed the bits of stick off his leg.  'Your family must be rich to afford all that special stuff.'

She shrugged.  'Well, apart from the little cottage, most of our money has been spent on Yuri's house.'

They sat in silence for a few minutes.

'So how come you came down here?'

She smiled, and reached out to touch him on the arm.  'To find you.'

'Of course you did,' he said, with just a hint of sarcasm.

She frowned, then wriggled closer and whispered in his ear.  A ship's horn sounded in the distance, and they lay down together and made what love they could in such a public place.  The sun sparkled in a golden line across the water, and a cool evening breeze fluttered through the leaves of the old tree.

They sat up as the last yellow sliver of sunlight disappeared below the horizon.

'You're not working tonight, are you?'

She shook her head.

'Let's eat out – special treat.'

'All right.  Where’ll we go?’

‘How about Smith’s?  It’s just round the corner from the supermarket.  Good food, not too expensive.'

‘Sounds fine.'

They lingered for a while, then made their way slowly along the beach.  Small waves lapped against the shore, and lights were winking on all around the bay as darkness fell.

‘So tell me, are you going back to Queensland?'

She paused before answering.  'I'd like to stay with you.'
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Smith’s was a laid back, shabby-chic café, just off the main street, with tables and chairs spilling out onto the footpath.  The menu was basic, with touches of class, and the furniture looked like it had been sourced from a variety of nineteenth century kitchens, then painted by a group of enthusiastic children.  The staff were always friendly, if not a hundred percent present, and the coffee was reliably good.  Being a weeknight, the café wasn’t too full.  They took a table outside where they could see down the street to the lights on the bay.

‘Nice view,’ said Oska.

‘Yeah, it’s one of my favourite spots.’

They checked their menus, which were bathed in blue from the street lamp.  The waiter guy arrived with two glasses and a bottle of water, and took their order.

'So...' said Matthew, pouring them each a glass, '... there’s just you and your sister?'

‘That’s right,’ she said, flatly.  It sounded like a full-stop to the conversation, so he decided to leave it, but after a few seconds she continued.  'My father died years ago.  I don't even remember him.'  She paused.  'Mother referred to him as her big mistake.  I was her little mistake.'

'Charming.'

'Oh, my mother was very charming, and very popular.  Carella Sentara, darling of the catwalk.’

'She was a model?'

'Yeah, and she knew how to turn it on for the right people.  But she wasn't very nice to Yuri and I – we were baggage.  My childhood was just a succession of nannies and hotel rooms.'

'So you were rich.'

'Well, she must have made a lot of money, but it went out as quickly as it came in.  She loved the high life.  Then, when her looks started to fade, she hit the booze big time.  The last few years were hell.  Yuri kept getting sick and running away.  She couldn't stay in normal buildings for very long without becoming ill, so she used to go and sleep in the bush, and I had to fetch her back.  Sometimes I just stayed out with her, it was so crap at home with mother.'

'God.'

'Yes, God.  She was a self-centred bitch.  I didn't like her.'

‘You didn’t like her – you mean she’s dead?' asked Matthew.

Oska stared at him blankly.

‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, looking down, ‘I shouldn’t ask.’

‘No,’ she said, gesturing carelessly, ‘it doesn’t matter.  She died a few years ago.  Fell off a balcony.  Basically drank herself to death.  Bye bye.'  She lifted her arm and waved her fingers up and down.

Ouch, thought Matthew.  Oska was looking in his direction, but right through him.  Her vivid blue eyes were staring, cold, and her jaw was set.  There was an awkward pause.

'Well,' he said, eventually, 'I'm glad you were left with a place to stay at least.'

She shrugged.  'The cottage was originally owned by Yuri's father.  He was a theatre usher – one of mother’s passing fucks.  She had so many men – used to call them her accessories.’

Matthew winced.

Oska looked down, flipping her fingers back and forth.  'I know.  I shouldn't be so bitter and twisted about it all.’  She took a deep breath and blew it out.  ‘Yuri's father was a decent guy, but no match for mother.  He was killed in a theatre accident, about eight years ago, then Yuri and I moved into the cottage, and grandfather came to live with us.’  She paused, a shadow passing across her face.  ‘He died the year before last.'

They sat in silence for a while, and eventually she spoke again.  'What about your family?'

He twisted his lips.  'Not much to tell really.'

'I'd like to hear.'

She waited.  He fidgeted.  She waited.

'My mother brought me up.'  He paused, fidgeting some more.  'She worked at the library.  Loved books, wanted me to do well at school.'  Another pause.  'We lived down the coast.  We were pretty happy.'  He nodded to himself.  'Then she got sick.'

He fell silent.  Oska looked at his face.  It was stuck in desolation.  She reached out to touch him.  He tried for a smile, which spluttered out.

Eventually he resumed.  'She was sick for two years.  Cancer.  In and out of hospital.  They couldn't bloody fix it.'

'That's when you used to go to that farm in the country?'

He looked at her and sighed.  'Yeah, it was a relief to get away.  The treatments were horrible.  It was a bloody nightmare.'  He stared down the street, distressed, unseeing.  'Then, when she died, I went to live at the Grand, got into the scene there.'  He shrugged, and glanced at her with a what-the-fuck look.  'You know, Dean and all the others.'

'Dean was there?'

'Yeah.  Dean’s been there for years – practically runs the place.  Anyway, it was wild, real wild.  Lots of drugs, anything you wanted.  All I wanted was to get wasted.'

'How long were you there?'

'About a year.'

'What made you leave?'

He shifted self-consciously.  'Got sick of it.  You know what it's like.'

She nodded.

Their food arrived, and they started to eat.  A raggedy looking guy came up to their table, asking for money.  Matthew gave him a dollar.  'Thank you very much sir,' he said in a slurred voice, 'a true gentleman.'  He tried his luck at the next table, without success, then shuffled off down the street.

After a few minutes they paused for a drink.  'So, you’d had enough of the Grand,' prompted Oska.

He looked to the side, as if wondering what to say, or how much.  'Yeah... well, things got pretty bad.  Real bad actually.'  He paused, replaying memories.  They were obviously unpleasant.  'But, ah, there was this worker, Marie,' he continued, brightening.  'She was great.  More like a friend, really.  She helped me move out of the Grand, and I started working at the supermarket.  But what I really wanted was to go back to Mr Weighand's place – or something like it.  So I've been saving ever since – you know, for a deposit on a place of my own.’

'Sounds good.  How much do you have?'

He pushed out his lip.  'About twenty-five thousand.'

'Great!'

'Yeah, but not great enough.  All I could buy with that is a small patch of dirt.  I need more, lots more.'

They finished their meal, and walked back along the foreshore towards home.  There was no moon, and the air was clear, so the stars were particularly bright.  They went down to the beach and sat for a while, looking for shooting stars and trying to find the Southern Cross.

'You know, I'm not really from Queensland,' said Oska.

'No?'

'No.  I'm actually from another planet.'

He laughed.  'Everyone in Burmont is from another planet.'

––––––––
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Matthew spent most Saturday afternoons carving shapes out of wood.  He didn't tell Oska – didn't have to, because she always worked at Sirius on a Saturday.  He told himself it was important to have this little secret, because he was making her a very special Christmas present, and he didn't want her poking her nose in and spoiling the surprise.  This was only partly true.  It was, in fact, his last bastion, his final place of refuge.

Three weeks before Christmas, and he was sitting on the old couch on the back verandah with a small, wooden table in front of him.  He was totally absorbed in his work, sanding the body of a bird with fine-grained paper – the final preparation before sealing the carving with linseed oil.  Two other bird carvings lay on the table, along with a carved base, a bottle of oil, a tube of glue, and a litter of rags and sandpaper.

He hardly noticed the knock at the front door.  Then he heard Andy's voice greeting the visitor, followed by Oska's muffled reply, and her quick, light footsteps coming down the hallway.  'Damn!' he muttered to himself, hurriedly shoving the carvings underneath the couch.

Oska pushed open the fly wire door, and came out beaming.  'Surprise!' she said gaily, stepping forward for a kiss.

‘Oh hi,' he said distractedly, rising from the couch and giving her a peck on the cheek.

She frowned, and drew back.  'Sorry, are you busy?'

'Um, yes,' he replied, gesturing towards the table.

'Oh,' she said, immediately interested.  She looked at him with wide eyes.  'You've been making something?'

'Yes.' He hesitated. 'It's...'

'Well, George gave me the afternoon off.  He's catering for a private function, and they brought their own waiters – you know, starchy guys with big bow ties.  So I thought I'd just drop in. But since you're busy, maybe I should come back later?  In a couple of hours perhaps?'  She looked at him knowingly.

His smile was rueful, with a touch of gratitude.  'Three thirty would be good, then we could go for coffee at Smith's.'

She rested her hands on his shoulders and, rising up on her toes, kissed him full on the mouth.  'Three thirty,' she said, 'see you then.'

After she left, he sat down, drew the pieces out from under the couch, and placed them on the table.  Then he spent some time experimenting with different ways of arranging the birds on the base, making tiny adjustments and checking each new grouping from different angles.  The whole piece consisted of three ibises set in a landscape featuring a pond of blue glass surrounded by reeds and small bushes.  It had been carved from Italian walnut, and the detail was incredibly fine, requiring many hours of painstaking work.  He had even carved the ground, with small rocks and tiny footprints in the mud by the pond.  It was nearly finished – just a touch more sanding before he sealed the pieces and glued them together in their final form.  Oska's Christmas present.

For a while he just sat there, running his finger over the shapes and absorbing the change in his circumstances.  His carefully controlled world was slipping from his grasp, piece by piece.  Eventually he gave a deep sigh, shrugged and resumed work.

When Oska returned at half past three, he folded the table and packed up his bits and pieces.  There was no sign of the ibis group.

'Finished?' she asked.

'Yes,' he replied, picking up the table with his rags, sandpaper, oil and glue.  'You could help me put things away.  How about you bring those?' he asked, gesturing towards the couch.

She looked down and saw two small carvings.  One was a fish, the other an eagle with its wings spread.  'Is this what you've been working on?'

'Yes,' he said, determinedly.

'You're a rotten liar,' she replied, picking them up and following him through the door.

He gave a grunt of frustration.  'For God's sake Oska, don't you want a surprise?'

'Sorry,' she said contritely, slipping her hand through his arm, 'it's just my curious nature.'

'Curious is right.'

She pinched his arm, though lightly.

'Ow,' not really meaning it.

They had reached a door on the left, just past the kitchen.  Matthew stopped, put down his load, and took a key from his pocket.  'This used to be a pantry, or a linen cupboard, or something – when it was a fancy house, with servants and shit.'  He turned the key and opened the door.  'Now it's my workshop.'  He reached in and switched on a light.  It was a narrow room, with floor-to-ceiling shelving on either side.  Everywhere there was wood – uncut blocks of various size, shape, and colour, and dozens of finished carvings.

'Wow!' exclaimed Oska, 'secret treasure!'  Her eyes scanned the nearest shelf which contained an assortment of small jewellery boxes.  She picked one up, removing and replacing the lid, and peering at the intricate pattern carved on top.  'It's beautiful.’ Matthew smiled.

She turned to the opposite shelf and exclaimed with delight at the jumble of figurines – several fish, many birds, and an abundance of mythical creatures.  'What's this?' she asked, picking up a strange-looking hybrid figure.

'That's Taweret, the Egyptian goddess of childbirth.  You see,’ he continued, pointing to the carving, ‘she has the head of a hippopotamus, the limbs of a lion, and the body of a pregnant woman.'

Oska screwed up her face.  'Hmm.  Not sure about her.'

'She’s supposed to protect your children from evil demons.'

'Well, that's okay then,' she replied, putting Taweret carefully back in position.  Matthew stood in the doorway, watching with detached interest.

She squatted down to look at the lower shelves.  One of them was stacked with sketchbooks of various sizes, and she picked one up, flipping through the pages.  They were crowded with portraits, as well as animal drawings, particularly of birds.  Replacing the sketchbook, her attention was drawn to a large, square object hidden in the shadows.  'Oh, what's this?'  She reached down to pick it up, then hesitated and turned her eyes questioningly to Matthew.

Matthew nodded.  'Go ahead,' he said.  'Just be careful.'

'Of course I'll be careful,' she replied, mostly reassuring but with a small hint of annoyance.

She lifted the object into the light, and gasped – 'oh!'  Matthew cleared a space on the workbench under the window, and she put it down ever so carefully.

'You like it?'

'Like it?!'  She ran her finger over the roof of the house, and down its wall.  Every tile, every stone, had been carved with meticulous care, and the profusion of ornamental detail was astonishing – from the tiny gargoyles on the roof to the ivy wound around the columns of the miniature front porch.

'Basically it's Mr Weighand's house, but I got a bit carried away with the detail.'

'Oh, cute!  There's even little people inside!' she exclaimed, peering in through the windows.

'Yeah, the roof comes off so you can use it like a doll's house – see.'  He lifted the roof and put it to one side.

Oska inspected the miniature furniture, and played with the miniature people who had some brief, miniature conversations.  'And what about the ground floor?' she asked.  Matthew reached in and removed the upper storey.  'Oh, it's perfect!'  She made one final, lingering inspection of the front of the house, exclaiming over a few small details she had missed before, then stood up and looked around.  'God, I never knew you had all this stuff!'  She turned to him and arched her eyebrows.  'You're a sly one, aren't you?'

'No,' he said defensively.

Her jaw dropped in mock disbelief.

‘Oh all right, I'm a very devious person.  Come on, let's go to Smith's.'
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They sat at an outside table, with coffee and fairy cakes.

'Do you ever sell your carvings?'

'I used to – through a gift shop in Temple Street.  But they paid me so little it wasn’t worth it, so I stopped that.'  He paused, his finger making patterns on the coffee cup.  'But now I've got enough stock to have a stall at the craft market.  I know the guy that runs it, and he said he can give me a good spot if I go next week.  It's the best time, coming up to Christmas.'

'Great!  You'll sell heaps!'

'Well...' he said, hesitantly.

'Yes you will,' she said.  'I'll help.  I'm good at talking people into stuff.'  She beamed at him and widened her eyes.
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Chapter Five
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Burmont craft market meandered through the foreshore park – along the paths, around the garden beds and through the trees.  True to his word, the market guy had given Matthew an excellent spot.  It was in the busiest area, right on Beach Road near one of the entrances and under the shade of a flowering gum.  It even came equipped with a park bench.  Matthew was sitting there, doodling in a sketchbook – quick portraits of passers-by.  Oska had brought her knitting, and was making miniature goblin hats for Matthew’s Leonardo heads, which he had copied from the artist’s drawings.  'They're so grotesque!' she said, half-admiring and half-complaining.

'They're supposed to be grotesque,' he replied.  'That's their appeal.'

'Okay.  But goblin hats will make them even more attractive in their cute little grotesque way.'

They had brought Matthew's folding table, and borrowed two more, and all the items were set out in groups – jewellery boxes on one table, carved creatures on another, and right in the middle, in pride of place, the house.  Matthew had written a sign: “Over 200 hours work, make me an offer”, and placed it by the front door.  'If I can't get a decent price, I'm not going to sell,' he said.

'You don't really want to sell it anyway, do you?' queried Oska.

'Yeah I do, if I can get a good price.'

'What's a good price?'

‘Seven hundred and fifty.'

He expected her to laugh, but she only said: 'it's worth it'.

It hadn't taken them long to set up.  All around, stallholders were still arriving, lugging bags, boxes, tables and folding chairs.  The sky was a pale, morning blue, and there was a lingering night chill in the air.  Two weeks before Christmas, and it promised to be a perfect summer's day.

To their left was a plump, middle-aged woman selling quilted items, including several wall hangings and a host of small pieces such as cloth bags and oven mitts.  She was friendly and chatty.  'They won't buy bed quilts in summer,' she said, 'so I don't bother bringing them, especially on a lovely, fine day like this.'  They nodded in agreement. Oska went over to check out the bags.  'I'm Mary, by the way.'

'I'm Oska, that's Matthew.'  Matthew gave a brief wave, and went back to his sketchbook.

The man on their right arrived late, looked them up and down, then thrust out his hand, saying: 'hello, I'm Gordon.  Haven't seen you here before.'  He was tall and gangly, with pale skin and a shock of bright red hair.  After setting up his table, he brought half a dozen boxes of various sizes from his car.  Matthew and Oska watched with increasing interest as he opened the boxes and carefully removed several fantastic-looking sculptures, each one constructed from pieces of junk material.

‘They’re wind chimes,’ said Gordon.  ‘I’m hoping for a bit of a breeze.’

Early shoppers began to arrive.  Most were other stallholders doing the rounds before things got busy.  One guy spent a long time looking at the jewellery boxes.  He picked up every single one, testing the lids and peering at the carvings.

'For your partner?' asked Matthew.

'No, for me.  I always buy myself a Christmas present.  Love these boxes.  Don't have much jewellery though.'

'You can use them for anything you like – spare buttons, paperclips...'

The man's face brightened.  'Paperclips, I hadn't thought of that.'  He spent a couple more minutes fussing around, and finally made his choice.'

Matthew wrapped it in plenty of tissue paper.  'Merry Christmas.'

'Yes, you too – Merry Christmas.'

Meanwhile, Gordon had been busy writing a sign and keeping Oska entertained with his random commentary and odd, stick insect movements.  She nudged Matthew with her elbow and pointed in Gordon's direction, her eyes alight with merriment.

Matthew went over to inspect.  There was a large piece of cardboard, now propped up at the front of the table, and he read it aloud, slowly.  'Wind chimes – feel free to blow on them.'  A muffled spluttering came from his right.

‘In case there’s no wind,' said Gordon.

‘Right,' replied Matthew, 'very suggestive.'  He looked across at Oska, who was red in the face and emitting strange groaning noises.  She got up and hurried off into the trees.

Matthew excused himself, asking Gordon to keep an eye on their stall.  He walked quickly at first, then broke into a trot, following the white dress as it fluttered in and out of view, catching her up after she had stopped for breath.  She gave a start as he slipped his arms about her waist.  He drew her in close, and she laid her head back on his shoulder.  She was still breathing deeply, and he could smell her body scent mixed with sweet orange.  He began kissing her on the neck, which turned a deeper shade of red.  People were watching.  She swivelled around and looked up into his face.  'I think we're making a spectacle of ourselves,' she said.  They kissed, long and deep.  He felt her energy between his eyes.  'Yeah,' he replied, drifting, 'perhaps we should charge a fee.'  She laughed and broke away, grabbing him by the hand.  'Let's have a quick look around while we can.'

They walked through the market, hand-in-hand, every moment magnified.  The weather, the landscape, the faces, each passing look and every trifling comment – heady, intense, and seared into their memories.
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Back at the stall, business was picking up.  They had sold another jewellery box, and the punters were showing an interest in the birds and other figures.  Mary had just sold a pair of oven mitts, and a couple of kids were blowing on Gordon's wind chimes.  A man was looking seriously at the house and grunting his approval.  'I'll give you two hundred,' he said to Matthew.  'In your dreams, pal.'  The man shrugged and walked off.  They sold a bird, and then another.  'We seem to be having a run on birds,' commented Matthew.  Then, like the wind, it died away.  'I can't believe it's ten thirty already,' said Oska.  They shared a drink, and ate some cake.

Then Wanda arrived.  'Hey Matthew!' she called, striding towards the stall.

'Wanda!  Wanda Barrett!'  He stood up and moved quickly towards her.  They embraced, smiling broadly and exchanging affectionate comments.

Oska surveyed the newcomer with interest.  Wanda was tall, in her mid-thirties.  Not overweight, but large-boned, as some would say.  She had a generous mane of wavy black hair, worn loose, and her clothes were tasteful op-shop.  Matthew led her over for introductions.  'Wanda – Oska, Oska – Wanda, a dear friend I haven't seen for...?'  He looked questioningly at Wanda.

'Must be six months at least,' she replied, shaking her head.

'That long?'

'Yep,' she nodded.

‘My, my, doesn't time fly?  Anyway, you're looking great!'

'And you.' She held him by the shoulders, looked him up and down, and smiled with approval.  Then, gesturing at the stall: 'and it's about time you did this.  Those gift shops were ripping you off.'

He shrugged.  'They helped me get started.'

'True enough.' She bent down to look at the carvings.  'Let's see what you've been doing.  Oh!' she exclaimed, 'I do like the fish!  I'll have to buy one.'

'Take whichever one you like.  A Christmas present, with love.'

'Oh aren't you sweet!'  She picked one out. 'This is the one, it's perfect.'

Matthew smiled.  'You've chosen the best.'

Wanda frowned.  'But it's your livelihood,' she said, taking out her purse.  'I do want to pay.'

He shook his head.  'Happy Christmas Wanda.'

She replaced the purse in her handbag, and gave him another hug.  'It's so good to see you!  You must tell me everything.'  She looked over at Oska.  'Matthew and I shared a few mad months at the Grand Hotel.  Do you know it?'

Oska nodded.  'I was there myself for a while.'

‘And you got out?  Good on you.  Everyone should check into the Grand Hotel, just for a while, but no one should stay.  Isn't that right Matthew?'

'Yeah, pretty much.  And what about you?  Still living with Karen?'

'Oh yes.  And the dogs, and the chooks, and the goats.  And our prize-winning vegetable patch – heavily fortified against the dogs and the chooks and the goats. Especially the goats.  And Karen makes sure everything runs like clockwork, bless her little Nazi heart.'  She sighed.  'I am a bitch, aren't I?'  Then, smiling, 'no, it's good, still good.  I'm happy.  We're happy.  But she's gone to her brother's wedding, so I thought I'd come down and look up old friends.'  She smiled at Matthew.  'I'm so glad I found you here.  I dropped by the house in Michael Street, but no one was home, and I wasn't sure if you still lived there.'

'Yeah, I do.'

Oska shifted uncomfortably on the bench.  She was feeling put out, and it annoyed her.  That wasn't supposed to happen.  She looked at Matthew and Wanda, their faces alight with pleasure while the words bubbled out.  After a moment she stood up.  'Well,' she said, 'I might take a walk around the market and leave you two to catch up for a bit.'

Matthew reached out, touched her on the arm, and smiled.  She looked over at Wanda and knew that her eyes gave her away.  This made her even more annoyed.  She nodded briefly, then turned and left.

'Mmm,' said Wanda, 'there's a jealous one.'

'Is she?' said Matthew.  'Good.'

Wanda laughed.  'Feeling a bit insecure, Matthew?'

He pushed out his lips and shrugged.

‘Well,' said Wanda.  'I think you're better off with a woman than on your own.  I never did like your “head off into the bush and be a hermit” plan.  It's just running back to the past.'  He gave her a frowny, how-dare-you-and-anyway-you're-completely-wrong look, but Wanda only laughed.  'Put that face away!  I know it didn't work out with Angela, but she was no good for you anyway – lots of fun, but far too scatty.  I was glad when she went back to wherever she came from.  But this one... well,' she continued, 'from the little I've seen, I get a good feeling.'

'Hmph,' said Matthew, thoughtfully.  Wanda was known for her “feelings”, and they were generally respected.

'There is something though, something I can't quite put my finger on...  Where’s she from?'

'Queensland.  Before that, I'm not sure.  She doesn't say.'

'And how long have you...?'  She waggled her finger from side to side.

'Not long.  A couple of months.  It's good.  Very intense.  But...'

'But?'

'This is going to sound weird.'

Wanda grunted impatiently.  'God Matthew, don't be shy with me.  Tell me about the weirdness.'

Matthew screwed his face up.  'We-ell... sometimes I hear her voice inside my head.'

Wanda raised her eyebrows.  'Wow, that is weird.'

'Like before, when we were walking around the market together, I heard her thinking about stuff just before she said it to me.'

'Crikey.'

'Yeah, crikey.  And the closer we are, the more it seems to happen.'

'Have you told her?'

'No, but I will though – soon.'  He paused.  Wanda was looking at him, thoughtfully.  'I'm not going mad,' he said.  'I know it may sound that way, but it's not a random thing.'

Wanda pursed her lips.

'I guess that's what everybody says, while they're going mad – it might happen to other people, but not me.'  He looked away.  'I'll deal with it, whatever happens.'

'Well, I've heard of people being telepathic when they're really close – like twins, or mother and child.  Maybe it's like that with you and Oska.'

'Maybe.  Yeah, actually, that sounds right.'

'Does she hear your voice?'

He shrugged, and pulled a face.  'Dunno.'

'Well,' said Wanda, leaning closer and patting Matthew's arm, 'if it all goes pear-shaped, and you need a bolt hole, come and stay with Karen and me.  Karen will sort you out.'

He grinned.  'Yeah, I'll bet.'
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Oska returned, and so did the customers.  There was a flurry of sales – birds, jewellery boxes, and a pair of Fu dogs.  Oska sold Taweret to a pregnant woman.  People oohed and aahed over the house, but no one made an offer.  Then it slowed again.

‘Everyone’s having lunch,' said Wanda.

'Ah, the “people are having lunch” theory.'

They laughed.  Then Wanda nudged Matthew and pointed down the road.  'Here comes trouble.'

He was a skinny guy with dark, curly hair and pointy features.  Jeans, black t-shirt and bare feet.  Loping along, his head moved from side to side like a robotic scanner, sussing out everything and everyone.

'Wizard,' said Matthew.  'I haven't seen him for ages.'

'Who's Wizard?' asked Oska.

'He lived with us at the Grand.  Mad as a snake,' replied Matthew.

'But highly entertaining, in his own reptilian way,' put in Wanda.
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