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      Shotguns boomed and boomed again, shattering the morning peace of the marshlands, startling the roosting nankeen night heron into laboured flight. What on earth? Nina lowered her camera and steered the little runabout towards the gunshots. There, in the distance, past the bank of river red gums weeping in the heat – a tinny with two men in camo gear, weapons raised. A succession of deafening blasts echoed off the water, drowning out Nina’s air horn as she powered towards them. The stench of gunpowder reached her nose and rage rose in her throat like bile. Damn them.

      A mixed flock of wood ducks and teal were flapping away, well outside the fifty-metre range of an average shotgun. These men were the most incompetent poachers ever. As Nina drew near, they turned their heads at the blare of her horn. ‘This is private property,’ she yelled. ‘Get off my land!’ These wetlands belonged to her in spirit, just as she belonged to them.

      One man was fat, and swigged from a beer can. The other man was taller, older, with a bushy beard. He sneered and played with his gun. ‘You’ve got a mouth on you, sweetheart.’

      A movement caught her eye, something dark floating in the water. The shadow took shape: a lifeless black swan. Nina uttered  an anguished cry and slammed on the throttle. The man’s sneer turned to a look of alarm. He aimed high and pulled the trigger

      Birdshot exploded overhead as she closed in, but fury made her fearless. Pelican’s heavy hull rammed the tinny. Its impact launched the men, weapons and all, into the water where they floundered, gasping for air.

      ‘You crazy bitch!’ screamed the fat man as his hat floated away.

      She circled the poachers grimly, checking they could swim, then went after their craft and towed it back. Using her

      bird-catching hook, Nina hauled their belongings from among the empty cans that littered the floor of the tinny, all the while keeping the boat just out of their reach. ‘Hey . . . idiots,’ she said, searching their bags. ‘You watching?’ She checked their wallets. ‘Brodie and, ah, Shane?’ An assortment of items sailed overboard to a chorus of threats and pleas: fishing rods, ammo, their lunch.

      ‘Oh, come on. Not my car keys,’ yelled the older man, adding a ‘please’ for good measure.

      Nina paused. ‘Brodie, Shane . . . are you listening?’ The men trod water and nodded furiously.

      ‘It’s hard enough for birds to breed in this drought,’ she said. ‘Those ducks you fired on? They have young on the water, and now you’ve spooked them. If they don’t come back, their chicks will die of cold or starvation or get picked off by predators. And for each adult bird killed, you wound three or four with stray pellets.’ The dead swan drifted closer. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you the same sporting chance you gave the birds.’

      Nina threw the keys skywards. The men swore and thrashed hopelessly about trying to reach them. Seconds later their wallets and phones made the same trip to the bottom of the river. Nina unhitched the tinny and nudged it towards them. ‘Next time’ – her voice was quiet with anger – ’I won’t be so friendly.’ She waited until they had a hand on the side of their boat, then manoeuvred the Pelican away.

      Her heart beat as loud as Pelican’s engine as she wove her way upstream, through tangles of lignum and club rushes, skirting snags and overhanging branches. She didn’t often encounter poachers in the wetlands, but for every rat you saw there were fifty you didn’t. Duck hunting wasn’t legal in New South Wales, not without a licence from the landowner, and never in breeding season. She’d seen some terrible sights this summer. A flotilla of fifty orphaned cygnets seeking the protection of a single surviving swan. A platypus drowned in a banned fish trap. A family of frightened day-old ducklings bobbing sadly in the shallows, crowded around a hunter’s plastic decoy duck.

      That story at least had a happy ending. She’d scooped the babies up in a net, taken them home and put them under a brooder lamp. Nina smiled to think of the peeping fluff balls, ducking and diving in the upturned dustbin lid that served as their pool. What kind of ducks were they? It was impossible to identify most waterbirds until they were fledged, and dozens of species called Billabong Bend home. She’d just have to wait and see.

      Nina wiped the sweat from her eyes. Still early, yet the air was already baking. The sun blazed down from a dome of flawless blue as it had done each day for months now. She slowed to manoeuvre the boat around a leaning river cooba that almost blocked the shrunken watercourse. She’d never seen water levels this low.

      Nina detoured up Langley Reach, towards the mooring of Billabong’s homestead, keeping a sharp eye out as always. You never knew what rare waterbirds might be found in this pristine marshland. Soon the historic house appeared through the trees. With peeling paint and smashed windows, it stood like a blind sentinel above the river. She cruised around the abandoned jetty and frowned. The water was a floating carpet of vivid green, splashed with delicate purple flowers. This was worse than she thought. Water hyacinths were pretty, no doubt about it, but outside of their native Amazon they were also a curse, choking waterways.

      Somebody needed to clear out the weeds here. Somebody needed to clear out the poachers. Somebody needed to repair the homestead. Nina took some photos, squared her shoulders and set her determined jaw. If she had anything to do with it, that somebody was going to be her.

      

      Nina arrived home, moored her boat and jogged up the dusty path leading to the house. She pushed in the fly-wire door of Red Gums, checked her watch and frowned. She always lost track of time out at Billabong. Jinx, her gentle retriever, followed her inside.

      ‘Guess you’ll have to see in the new year by yourself.’ Nina fondled the dog’s soft ears, and he furrowed his honey-coloured brow. She felt a sudden, nervous quiver in her stomach. Her ten-year high school reunion was tonight — a masquerade ball. Nina wasn’t a party person. She hated crowds and didn’t do small talk. Maybe she’d lived alone in the bush for too long, or maybe she was just plain antisocial. Whatever the reason, Nina felt like a fish out of water in town these days. There were a couple of people she’d like to see, though. Dylan, for instance, and her friend Kate. It was New Year’s Eve, after all.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Nina had said, when Kate first asked her. ‘And anyway, Lockie can’t go.’

      Kate had laughed. ‘Can’t or won’t?’

      Lockie Carver managed Macquarie Station, a large pastoral property out of Moree. He and Nina had been an item for two years now. Lockie enjoyed a night at the local pub as much as anybody, but Kate was right – he wasn’t much of a party animal either. Nina smiled, imagining how horrified he’d be at the prospect of having to wear a costume.

      ‘Can’t,’ said Nina. ‘He’s spending Christmas with his folks in Queensland.’

      ‘And you didn’t go with him? Are you guys okay?’

      Kate read hidden meanings into everything. ‘There was nobody to look after things here, that’s all,’ said Nina. ‘Sorry about the reunion, Katie, but I’d feel funny going by myself and anyway, I’ve got nothing to wear.’

      ‘You won’t be by yourself, you’ll be with me, and my sister’s your size. She has a gorgeous blue gown that should fit . . . Nina, I’ve gone to so much trouble making your mask. You just have to come.’

      At the St Patrick’s College reunion, guests were meant to remain masked until midnight. Nina sighed as she made herself a sandwich. ‘It might be fun,’ she said to the dog, who was lying politely beside the table, soft eyes trained on hers. He was an excellent listener. ‘And it’s about time I saw Eva. Wonder what sort of mask Kate made me? Hope it’s a bird.’ She tossed Jinx the last of the cheese. ‘Come on, boy. We’d better do the rounds before I go.’

      Nina checked her watch. Still time to take Flicka instead of  the quad bike. She saddled the pretty chestnut mare, while Monty, Flicka’s paddock mate, bucked and kicked around the yard. With ears back and tail up, he sounded his displeasure with long, trumpeting neighs that made his whole body quiver. ‘I’ll take you next time,’ said Nina, ‘if you behave yourself.’ The rangy grey gelding calmed down long enough to take a carrot, and then went tearing around his yard again.

      They were ex-racehorses, Monty too old and Flicka too slow   for the track, and they were both on their way to slaughter, when Nina adopted them them from a rescue group in Moree six months earlier. Nobody had told Monty that his racing days were over. He had only one gear – top speed – and he was a wild ride. Flicka had settled better, a gentle, sensitive mare who tried hard to please. But her nerves were shot, and riding such a hyper-vigilant mount had its challenges. Nina never quite knew when Flicka might shy, so she had to keep a keen lookout and spot anything scary before her mare did.

      Nina mounted Flicka and stroked her sleek golden neck, breathing in her earthy scent, proud of the growing trust between them. The lightest squeeze of her heels, and they set off on their rounds. Red Gums Station covered two thousand acres of belah and black-box floodplains. Well-bred mobs of Murray Grey cattle grazed in the paddocks, shady groves of olive and nut trees stretched out along the river, and tracts of red gum woodlands sheltered stock and wildlife alike. Neighbouring Billabong Bend might be ecologically more valuable, but Red Gums was still a top-notch grazing property.

      Nina swung Flicka down towards the orchards, cantering along the wide rows of olives and pecans while Jinx ranged on ahead. She cast her eye over trunks and branches, occasionally stopping to pick a few leaves. She trotted down the laneway, checking troughs for faulty ball cocks or leaking pipes. With the drought eating into Red Gums’ water entitlement, she needed to make every drop count. Hungry steers milled along the fence line, under the familiar sky of unbroken blue, bellowing for more hay. There wasn’t much of that left.

      Her last job was to inspect the pump station. Nina jumped down to check the new digital display that measured her water usage. Good, well below last year, and even in this drought she’d used less than half of her annual allocation. Nina stood back and surveyed the recent installation with pride. Powered by four solar panels on a tracking rack, it pumped river water up to a pair of large stock tanks. From there it flowed through to the troughs and orchards. Drip irrigators fed the root zones of her trees in precise amounts and only when required, slashing water consumption. New fences protected the fragile river edge, where native vegetation was staging a comeback. Nina held her breath as a royal spoonbill and half-grown chick stalked from the reeds. Nature was quick to heal herself, given half a chance.

      The growing roar of a motor shattered the silence and sent the spoonbills dashing for cover. On the north side of the river, an approaching tractor with spray unit attached travelled along the neat crop rows. The driver, old Max Bonelli, gave her a curt wave. Nina waved back, wrinkling her nose as the acrid smell of chemicals drifted across the water.

      Compared to her brown paddocks, Donnalee’s cotton crop stood verdant and green. Nina scowled. She was an old-fashioned dry-land grazier. This was black-soil country and these rich, alluvial floodplains were some of the most fertile in Australia. But just like the wetlands, they depended on water to bring them to life. When Nina was a child, the floods came every year. Visions came to her of fat cattle grazing knee-deep in waving meadows of water couch, way out in the back blocks. Of ephemeral little gilgai lakes, sparkling like jewels. Of open water and lush landscapes, and running  a cow and calf every few acres. Of a dazzling profusion of wildlife. Mere memories now. There’d been no proper flood for years, not even when it rained. Not since they’d built the Hopeton Dam to tame the river, and auctioned off thousands of megalitres of water from the Bunyip to upstream irrigators.

      Not more than a stone’s throw across the river, a broad diversion canal led off through Donnalee’s picture-perfect paddocks of green. In the distance she could see the rusty old dethridge wheels that punctuated its course — simple steel drums round an axle, fitted with eight paddle vanes. They spanned channels, spinning with the flow, operating the counters used to charge cotton farmers  for their water. Dozens of these iconic water-measuring wheels still operated along the river, some with their own names and personalities: Bear Wheel, Big Cow, Old Slowpoke.

      They may have been part of the river’s history, but the counters were notoriously dodgy and always seemed to work in the farmers’ favour. So many things could go wrong. Vanes and drums got damaged. Bearings wore out. High upstream water levels could drown wheels altogether. On top of that, the devices only functioned properly for twenty years or so, and needed their axles replaced every five. Some local dethridge wheels were over a hundred years old.

      Stories abounded of farmers beating the wheels and stealing water. A cruel ruse was to jam turtles in the spokes, as the inspectors couldn’t prove they hadn’t become stuck and died accidentally. Irrigators once told these stories freely, but not any more. Not since the floods stopped coming.

      Nina imagined the wheels, scooping up vast amounts of precious water and sending it gushing into the leaky, open channels beyond. When would this region move into the twenty-first century? Electromagnetic flow meters and flume gates were the way to go. Nobody should grow cotton along this thirsty river anyway. It just wasn’t right. She hurried back up to the homestead: a modest weatherboard house with a wrap-around verandah and a rusty tin roof, standing on the only rise for miles around. Time to put aside her worries. Red Gums could manage without her for one day, and she was starting to look forward to tonight. When was the last time she’d worn anything but jeans?

      

      Nina dropped her overnight bag near the door and took a deep breath. That was everything. Now all she needed were her keys. She searched among the bills and journals and seed lists on the table in the kitchen. Why couldn’t she just put them on the hook behind the dresser like Mum always used to?

      Her parents lived in Drovers Flat now, half an hour’s drive east; a picturesque little town nestled on the banks of the Bunyip River. Two hotels, a central school, two churches. A general store selling everything from liquor to souvenirs, and the agricultural supply store run by Nina’s parents. The place had no great claim to fame. A rodeo in November, novelty goat races in April and – before the drought, anyway – excellent fishing. Some of the state’s biggest Murray cod had been caught downstream.

      Her parents were fifth-generation floodplains graziers, but years of drought had crushed their passion for farming. They’d wanted to cut their losses and let Red Gums go altogether. ‘This is no life for a girl,’ Dad had said. ‘If I had a son it might be different.’ But there was no son, no other children at all. Just Nina. Eventually she’d talked them into selling Red Gums to her on vendor terms. Much as she loved running the place herself, she did miss her mother’s organisational skills. Nina looked hopelessly around the messy kitchen and shrugged.

      ‘So, I’m no housekeeper.’ Jinx smiled as if to say big deal. She’d barely changed anything since her parents left – anything indoors, at least. Dylan teased that the old house was ‘trapped in last century’. But she didn’t mind. She never noticed the old-fashioned wallpaper and faded floral curtains anyway. There was too much to be done outside.

      Nina discovered her phone and keys beneath a week-old newspaper that she hadn’t got around to reading. The headline caught her eye: ‘Premier Tuckey brands water theft a crime – In the current drought, water theft equals environmental terrorism and will be made an indictable offence.’

      Too right. About time somebody took it seriously. Nina checked her watch. Five o’clock already. The reunion ball was at Moree, more than a hundred miles away. She turned off the fan, grabbed her bag and hurried out the door. Jinx looked disapproving and she gave him one last kiss. ‘You can’t come this time, boy.’ The dog lay down obediently and Nina headed off, past the coolibahs in the garden, their eucalyptus scent pungent in the heat.

      Through the trees beyond the river, Nina could see Max’s brand new tractor pull into the house yard at Donnalee. She loved that Red Gums was the district’s highest homestead. Not only did it mean protection from floods, it gave her a bird’s-eye view for miles around. She hurried past the rundown lean-to that housed her own ancient tractor and her jet-black Holden Rodeo ute. Past the cattle yards and packing sheds, out the back gate. Her step grew light in anticipation of the trip.

      

      Red Gums’ rough airstrip ran down the middle of the property, dividing the young pecan orchards on the left from the mature olive groves flanking the river. Nina raised her hand, shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, relishing the shock of pleasure she always felt at the sight of Skyhawk, all hers now. The little Cessna gleamed white and tan in the afternoon sunshine.

      Nina did a walk around, stroking the warm metal, admiring the custom, keen-eyed hawk design that ran the length of the striped fuselage. It was an old aircraft, a little rusty round the seams, with chipped paintwork. Tiny stress cracks showed in the wing fairings and tail cone, and she’d drilled them to stop them from worsening. It hadn’t really worked, but little things like that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Skyhawk unchained her from the ground, let her soar on real wings, made her an honorary bird. It was pure pleasure.

      The engine muttered and coughed, then settled to its job. The propeller spun to life and Nina angled her nose into the breeze, as a boat might slant into a current. The aircraft powered up like a grounded eagle keen to be airborne, bouncing and hopping down the uneven runway until that glorious moment of lift-off.

      Nina popped a mint in her mouth and settled in for the flight. She hadn’t been up for a while. From the air, the extent of the drought was shockingly plain. The earth’s living skin had peeled and cracked. Dry dams. Paddocks grazed so bare their fragile, black topsoil lay exposed and vulnerable. The once mighty Bunyip River snaked through the parched earth like a muddy drain. Even the trees that lined its banks looked brown and lifeless, their canopies choked with dust. The only contrast in this bleak landscape were the cotton fields, geometric shapes of vivid green, roughly following the river. Stealing its water, while the marshes and dry-land farmers died of thirst. Nina’s throat tightened. Let it go, for goodness sake. This was meant to be fun. Tonight she’d connect with friends. She’d laugh and enjoy herself, safe from the loneliness that too often crept from the shadows at day’s end.

      On impulse, Nina banked and flew downstream. She swept over the junction where the Kingfisher met the Bunyip. No irrigators drained the wild Kingfisher River dry. No dams confined it. Faraway rains, high in its catchment, had been the saviour of this year’s waterbird breeding season. Its course meandered through rugged grazing country and national parks, emerging to spill lifesaving water into the Bunyip basin, downstream from the cotton farms. The river broadened now, flanked by tracts of marsh and bushland — Billabong Bend.

      Beneath her wheeled squadrons of pelicans and flocks of ibis. She flew lower. A startled white-bellied eagle took cover in a rare patch of weeping myall woodland. Lower again. Long-legged emus raced at breakneck speed through the swampy sedgeland. She could taste the vast, dry continent beneath her, hear the music of its river red gums, feel its clear, summer skies in her veins. Something prickled the back of her neck and a profound sense of excitement and joy coursed through her. She whooped out loud and dipped her wings in tribute to the wild wetlands below, all trace of depression banished. Now this, she reminded herself — this was living.
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      Tonight was Nina’s first school reunion and she didn’t know quite what to expect. A night of masquerade, mystery and romance — that’s how the ball had been promoted. In the town hall foyer she donned her peacock mask of feathers and rhinestones, while Kate struggled to fasten her own scarlet macaw headdress.

      ‘Here,’ said Nina. ‘Let me.’ She looped the elastic tight behind her friend’s ears, and examined their images in the tall gilt mirror by the door. Katie had outdone herself. All those painstaking hours spent with coloured feathers, a bedazzler and a glue gun had well and truly paid off. Such lovely masks. How could a flimsy disguise make so much difference? They were both transformed, unrecognisable.

      The electric blue gown that had seemed grand and overblown at Kate’s house now looked stylish and sophisticated. It hung in rich, satin folds to the floor, emphasising Nina’s height, hinting at the curves beneath. The beaded, strapless bodice exposed smooth, brown shoulders, the sweetheart neckline framed an actual cleavage, and the empire waist flattered her slim figure. She looked surprisingly sexy and wished Lockie was here to see it. Sometimes he treated her more like a friend than a girlfriend. There wouldn’t be much chance of that if he could see her now. She stared at the mirror, trying to reconcile her elegant reflection with reality.

      And she loved the mask. It hid her face, apart from her mouth and chin, affording her a delicious anonymity. Even her trademark auburn curls were out of sight, tamed in a smooth chignon.

      Kate gave a spin, dissolving into a whirl of red chiffon. ‘Nina, we look amazing!’

      Nina took a final disbelieving look in the mirror. ‘We do, don’t we.’ The band started up. ‘Remember your promise,’ said Nina. ‘No bringing strangers home. I hate tiptoeing around your cottage in the morning.’

      Kate grabbed her arm and whisked her through the door and into the throng. As she headed for the bar, Nina found her way blocked by a man dressed as a jester, wearing a full-face mask. He bowed and pulled her into a waltz. It was surreal to see only painted faces. No expressions to read, no smiles, no frowns – everybody hiding, herself included. Her partner’s hands were smooth and white – not a farmer, this one. Reunion rules forbade using real names until midnight, although pseudonyms were encouraged. She admired his costume, wishing he would talk and maybe give himself away. ‘These masks,’ said Nina at last. ‘They’re a bit . . . freaky, don’t you think?’

      ‘Speak for yourself,’ said her partner. ‘Mine’s a work of art.’ He’d lowered his voice, but it wasn’t enough to disguise the identity of her old schoolfriend. ‘Dylan!’

      He cackled like an evil clown. ‘Let’s get a drink.’

      Nina took his hand and pulled him towards the bar. ‘All set for your big trip?’

      ‘Sim, menina bonita,’ said Dylan, clicking his heels together and snapping invisible castanets. ‘I’ll be in Rio in time for Carnaval.’

      ‘You’ll be in your element,’ she said, as they took two glasses of champagne to a quieter corner of the room. ‘Your mask is a work of art, by the way.

      He cocked his bizarre head. The jester’s garish, painted smile sent a sudden shiver up Nina’s spine. ‘This old thing? Why, this is nothing. Wait till you see what I made for my guest. All that work and then he refuses to enter the costume competition.’

      ‘Guest?’ asked Nina. So, Dylan had brought a date? Her curiosity was piqued.

      ‘There,’ he said. ‘Coming through that door.’

      Nina froze. A tall, broad-shouldered man in a turquoise cape was striding towards them. He wore a kingfisher mask, all sharp jutting beak and sleek, dangerous lines. Dylan didn’t introduce them. Instead he launched into an explanation of the making of the mask. ‘It’s papier-mâché decorated with gum leaves then painted blue, with white side stripes.’ Dylan’s voice rose an octave. He must have it bad for this guy. ‘Then I glued on peacock feathers to imitate the plumage of an azure kingfisher. The leaves underneath support them and let them move.’ As if to prove his point, a rotating fan ruffled the man’s feathers in an eerily lifelike fashion. Nina feared he might fly away. ‘I gave the beak a glossy, black top coat and added bronze accents at the base of each feather.’ Dylan paused for breath. ‘It adds a subtle richness, don’t you think?’

      Nina wasn’t listening. Her breathing had slowed, become shallow. Her world had narrowed its focus to the figure before her. The kingfisher observed her with sharp, amber eyes, like he might impale her on his beak any second now. She looked down, grateful for the mask. But when she lifted her gaze it was as though he could see straight through her disguise, through her dress, as though she stood naked before him. The heat of a blush dampened her skin. Or was it that the room had become airless, or that her heart was for some reason refusing to beat?

      Dylan tweaked a peacock feather on her own mask, and pointed to his friend. ‘Birds of a feather.’ Then he held the fabric of her gown against the turquoise cape and raised an eyebrow. ‘A perfect match.’ ‘Kate did all this. I—’ Nina’s voice petered out as she lost her train of thought. The kingfisher was still watching her.

      Dylan raised his arm and waved to a group of people by the bar. ‘Must dash,’ he said. ‘Taking entries for the costume competition. I can’t tempt you, no? I’ll leave my two favourite chicks to get to know each other then.’ There was something in Dylan’s tone, like he knew a secret and she was supposed to guess it.

      The man offered his arm. ‘Would you like to dance?’ His voice was smooth and sexy like dark chocolate, with the hint of a foreign intonation. A quiver of desire ran through her. His extended hand was sure, work-roughened and nut-brown. She took it in her own, struggling to still her trembling fingers.

      He led her in a slow waltz. They moved as one. Nina shook her head to clear it, the feathers of her mask rustling softly. The arm around her was muscular, steady. Who on earth was he? Was he smiling beneath his mask? Was he good-looking? Why was her body responding to him? She was with Lockie. This man was gay and dating Dylan, one of her best friends. Talk about a dead-end attraction. ‘Do I know you?’ She asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Do you?’

      The music stopped. Couples broke apart, new ones came together. The kingfisher still held her close.

      Nina tried again. ‘Did you go to St Patrick’s?’

      ‘No. I’m a blow-in.’

      The band struck up Rock The Casbah by the Clash. He pulled her closer, spun her around the dance floor at such giddy speed they might have been flying. How she managed it in those heels was a miracle. Nina never wanted the music to stop, but stop it did, and she supposed she’d better return this gorgeous man to Dylan. Nina spotted him with Kate near the bar. She took her partner’s hand to lead him from the dance floor. Blood pulsed in her fingertips, as if a magnet lay between the two of them. Did he feel it too?

      Kate sized the kingfisher up with an approving flick of her head as he chatted to Dylan. Her macaw mask slipped sideways, but she didn’t seem to notice. ‘Who’s that?’ she whispered.

      ‘He’s Dylan’s . . . friend.’ Nina hoped she’d take the hint. It didn’t work. Kate slunk closer to him.

      ‘Come on, Princess Parrot,’ said Nina. ‘Let’s get some food to line our stomachs. I have a feeling we’ll need it.’

      Dylan was chatting away to his date, but the kingfisher didn’t seem to be listening. He seemed to have eyes only for her. Nina tossed her head and turned her back. She’d always had far too vivid an imagination.

      The evening wore on. What a difference ten years made. Nina was in demand tonight, far more popular than she’d ever been in school. She danced a few dances. In spite of the masks she could pick out most people. Loud-mouthed Trevor Jackson, for instance, who’d grown so fat. Class comedian Bud Barker, whose jokes hadn’t changed. She almost laughed when Shane Bond in his werewolf mask asked her to dance. She’d had a crush on him back then, and he’d never noticed. She might have been flattered, might have flung herself into the evening with gusto, if not for Dylan’s mystery man. He was, unaccountably, a major distraction. And thinking about Lockie didn’t seem to help.

      Nina watched the kingfisher swirl a plump Catwoman around, and tried to figure out who she was. He sure knew how to move. The music ended and he left the dance floor. Nina grabbed a drink and followed him back to the corner where Kate and Dylan were scoffing champagne. She longed to hear his voice again, but was too tongue-tied to ask him a question. So instead she just tried not to stare as Kate and Dylan debated who had the worst costume. Nina feigned interest without much success.

      ‘See Catwoman over there?’ said Kate. ‘That’s Kathy Bell. She’s pregnant. And there’s Judy Cousins, our house captain.’ Kate pointed to a short woman dressed like the Queen of Hearts.

      ‘Remember how Judy said she’d never get married? She has three kids now.’

      Really? So many of Nina’s old classmates had settled down. What was the big attraction in having children? She didn’t fit in here at all.

      ‘I need a refill,’ said Kate. She disappeared with the kingfisher to the bar.

      ‘What’s up with you?’ Dylan asked her. ‘Aren’t you having fun?’ Nina glanced at him sharply. His tone had been almost teasing.

      ‘Tell me your friend’s name.’

      ‘No names yet,’ said Dylan. ‘It’s the rules.’

      ‘Stuff the stupid rules.’ For some reason her emotions were very close to the surface. ‘Just tell me.’

      His mask seemed to smirk. ‘Ricardo,’ Dylan said at last, rolling his r’s in a most impressive way. ‘Ring any bells?’

      What did he mean by that? She didn’t know any Ricardos, but the name suited the man perfectly.

      ‘This thing itches.’ She scratched her ear. ‘When can we take them off?’

      ‘Midnight.’

      Irritation surged through her. ‘I can’t wait that long.’ She snatched off her mask as Kate arrived, hand in hand with a swaggering centurion. Nina couldn’t place him. Where was Ricardo? Was that a flash of turquoise at the bar?

      ‘Good idea,’ said the soldier when he noticed her bare face. He removed his helmet. Bloody Geoff Baker. Whatever did Kate see in him? He still had a good body, true, but he’d been a self-absorbed egomaniac back in school, and from the look of him things hadn’t changed. Did Kate intend to take him home with them, in spite of her promise? Nina squirmed at the thought of Geoff strutting around Kate’s little cottage in the morning.

      Then Ricardo was by her side again, casting all thought of Geoff from her mind. Nina wished that she hadn’t taken off her mask. She seemed at a disadvantage, but why and in what way she wasn’t sure. What did it matter if she was exposed?

      ‘Charge your glasses,’ said Dylan, as the countdown to midnight came over the sound system. ‘Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one . . . Happy new year!’

      Cheers and kisses and flying streamers. Nina held her breath as people’s masks came off, her eyes trained on one person only, but Ricardo made no move to reveal himself.

      Geoff and Kate were laughing and he was stroking her arm. Dylan removed his mask and gave them a disparaging look. ‘Nina, darling, if you’re ready to go home, you could come with us. Give these two lovebirds some space?’

      Her head was swimming a little as she agreed. The large room felt airless, her skin clammy. The idea of going home with Ricardo, with or without Dylan, was irresistible. Nina had the strangest sense of something important ending, or beginning; she wasn’t sure.

      Nina grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled her over to a seat     in the corner. ‘Is it okay with you, Katie, if I go home with Dylan tonight?’

      ‘Sure,’ said Kate, her face flushed. ‘See you for breakfast?’

      Nina stood up, staggering slightly, drunker than she’d imagined she was. Ricardo appeared at her side. ‘You can take your mask off now,’ she said, wanting to do it for him. But instead he extended a helping hand, gently grasping her upper arm, maintaining his grip even after she was solid on her feet. A charge passed between them. She sneaked a guilty glance at Dylan. Had he noticed? Would he mind? Lockie certainly would. She shook herself. What was she thinking?

      They said goodbye to Kate, who barely seemed to notice, clinched tight as she was in a kiss with Geoff. Dylan led the way down the steps, across the road, along the street, around the corner to his car. Nina shivered, though the night was warm, perfumed with scented tree peonies blooming in the nearby park. She fell into the back seat. Ricardo sat in the front. Only then did he remove his mask, passing it back to her without turning around. She caught the scent of him as she laid it beside her on the seat. Nina could see the back of his head now, hair thick and dark like she’d imagined.

      They took a meandering route on the short drive home, avoiding main roads and booze buses. The full moon kept pace in the window. Dylan chatted away about the costumes and complained about the people who hadn’t made an effort. He gave them a comprehensive run-down on who’d broken up with who, who’d gone home with who, and why it would never work. Ricardo said nothing. Neither did Nina.

      Dylan interrupted his prattle and parked the car. ‘Well. We’re here.’

      Nina held her breath, not moving, as Ricardo unfolded himself from the front seat and stepped onto the footpath. A tall shape in the streetlight, hair gleaming blue-black, square shoulders blocking the moon. The need to properly see him overwhelmed her, made her dizzy. But when he came around to her door, reached for the handle, stooped to offer  his arm, his features stayed in shadow. They walked side by side to the house, up the wooden steps to the verandah. She stumbled once, but he had her.

      Dazzled moths fluttered in a bright halo cast by the porch light. At last. She turned to Ricardo and took a sharp inward breath. His dusky complexion wasn’t just the result of long days outdoors. He was naturally olive-skinned, with a proud, broad forehead, narrowing to high cheekbones. Nose slightly aquiline. Prominent jaw shaded with stubble. His eyes were the colour of coffee beans and gleamed like dark mirrors. They shone with a recognition that reflected her own. She knew that face. She’d known it all her life.
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      Ric. Ric Bonelli, the boy who’d grown up across the river. Once upon a time he’d been her best and closest friend. ‘You.’ She could barely believe the evidence of her eyes.

      Ric bit his lip as though buying time to collect his thoughts. The gesture was heart-tearingly familiar. ‘Nina . . .’

      She didn’t trust herself to speak, couldn’t speak.

      The door opened and Dylan appeared, sized them up. ‘The penny finally dropped, did it?’ He retreated into the house and Nina felt suddenly sober. Without thinking, she reached out to trace her finger down Ric’s face. Her childhood sweetheart stood before her, but then again he didn’t. Time had transformed him into this stunning stranger. Dylan reappeared, a bottle of champagne in hand. He popped the cork, making Nina jump. ‘Come on, you two. There’s more bubbly and I hate to drink alone.’

      He ushered them into the lounge room. Nina didn’t know where to sit, what to say, where to look. Ric’s eyes were like searchlights. Dylan poured drinks and pushed a glass into her hand. She gulped it down all at once. He raised his eyebrows, refilled her glass and patted a cushion on the couch. ‘Sit, Nina. This is going to be fun.’

      ‘You’re all grown up,’ said Ric, staring.

      Nina took another swig of Dutch courage. ‘Back at the ball,’ she said, ‘I thought you and Dylan were an item.’

      Ric said, ‘Don’t be stupid,’ at the same time that Dylan rolled his eyes and said, ‘Don’t I wish.’

      Ric laughed and flashed a boyish smile. For a moment he looked sixteen again. Nina searched around for something to say, anything that might bring some normality to the situation. ‘I didn’t know you two were friends.’

      ‘Ric was the only kid at Drovers High who hated cricket as much as I did,’ said Dylan. ‘We were a natural fit.’

      ‘I’ve never been much of a team player,’ agreed Ric.

      ‘No, you’re more of a lone wolf,’ said Dylan. ‘But you stuck up for me back then, when nobody else did. Maybe because you copped a few names yourself. Problem was, you couldn’t be there all the time.’ He turned to Nina. ‘One week in year nine, I came home from school with a bloody nose every single day. That’s when Mum decided enough was enough. So she sent me to St Patrick’s. Heaven compared to Drovers Central. Drama, music, a film appreciation society for the non-sporty kids. That’s when Nina and I became mates, wasn’t it, sweet?’ Dylan put his arm around her. ‘You should have seen Ric when I told him you’d be at the ball. He was desperate to go. I’d never have got him to wear that kingfisher mask and cape otherwise.’

      ‘Shut up, Dylan.’ Ric drained his glass.

      Nina’s heart jumped. So . . . Ric had gone tonight because of her? Her eyes held his. ‘How long has it been?’ she said. ‘Fifteen years, maybe, since we were last down by the river?’

      They’d started meeting when they were mere children. Secretly. Secretly, because their fathers had always been at odds. More than that – they’d detested each other. Sometimes Nina thought the only reason Dad had sold Red Gums was to get away from Max Bonelli. The hostility and bitterness between them had reached far and wide. As droughts had become more frequent and water issues more divisive, the men’s enmity reflected people’s fears. Locals had taken sides, irrigator against grazier, neighbour against neighbour. It had been like living in a war zone. Eventually Bianca, Max’s patient wife, could bear it no longer. She left him, and returned to her family in Italy. The children went with her, including Ric. It had broken Nina’s fourteen-year-old heart.

      ‘Fifteen years,’ agreed Ric. He looked perfect and all wrong at the same time. Time ticked by and the silence weighed heavy in the room. Dylan rolled his eyes. ‘Aren’t you going to tell her?’

      ‘Tell me what?’ Nina asked.

      Ric shot him a furious look. Dylan heaved a big sigh and stood up. ‘You know where the blankets are, Nina. The couch is quite comfy.’ He collected the empty glasses. ‘Goodnight, all. Have fun, but keep it down. My housemate’s asleep.’

      Nina felt dizzy-drunk again. She listened for the sound of Dylan’s bedroom door closing. Ric was listening too, she could tell. There it was. Alone now, like in the old days down by the river. No, not like that. As children they’d known each other so well. They’d shared an easy intimacy. Now they didn’t know each other at all.

      ‘It was like you just dropped off the face of the earth,’ she said. ‘I thought maybe you’d had an accident. Maybe you were sick. Maybe you couldn’t get to a phone, or you’d lost my number, or my address.’ She swigged her drink. This was dredging up a host of hurtful memories she’d believed long-forgotten. Days spent locked away, doing nothing but wonder. Nights without sleeping, endlessly playing the what if game. Weeks of making excuses, blinding herself to reality. Months of fading hopes.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ He wet his lips.

      ‘Damn it, Ric. Not a phone call? Not a text or an email or a letter?’

      Ric looked at his shoes, broad neck bowed. A tendon stood out in sharp relief, and a pulse throbbed in his temple. She wanted to shake the silence out of him. ‘At least tell me when you got back to Australia?’

      It took him a long time to answer. ‘Years ago,’ he said at last. It wasn’t the answer she’d expected or hoped for. Where had he been all this time?

      Ric cleared his throat, still looking down. ‘I wanted to come back to Drovers.’ He laced his fingers together. ‘But Dad was so angry. Reckoned I’d taken Mum’s side. And you know what your dad’s like. He hates my guts.’

      ‘Dad doesn’t live at Red Gums any more. He runs the produce store in town now.’

      Ric looked at her sideways, with a faint grin. ‘Thanks for the tipoff.’

      A tremor ran through her. God, he was handsome. ‘So that’s it?’ she said. ‘You didn’t want to face your father or mine? It would have taken more than that to keep me away from you.’

      ‘There was another reason.’ Ric turned away, unwilling to meet her gaze. ‘I heard you were with someone else.’ The silence stretched for so long that Ric eventually filled it. ‘So who runs Red Gums?’

      ‘I do,’ said Nina.

      ‘What, by yourself?’ He whistled through his teeth approvingly.

      ‘Mum and Dad help out when they can, of course . . . and Lockie.’

      ‘That’d be right,’ said Ric with a soft snort. ‘Bet it didn’t take him long after I left.’

      Something about his tone made her snap. ‘You turn up out of the blue after fifteen years and now you’re jealous?’ Nina stood and paced the room, bristling with resentment, struggling for words. ‘You meant everything to me back then,’ she said, her voice rising. ‘The most important person in my life, my mate, my best friend . . . my . . . How do you think I felt when you just disappeared? And now you say you’ve been back for years? Good grief, Ric. At least tell me what you’ve been doing all this time.’

      A soft voice came from the hallway. ‘Dad?’

      Nina froze. A child stood there. A girl with large brown eyes and long dark hair, about nine years old.

      The child took in the scene, sharp-eyed like a bird. She pointed at Nina. ‘Who’s she?’

      ‘This is my friend, Nina,’ said Ric. ‘Ah . . . Nina, meet Sophie, my . . . my daughter.’

      Nina blinked stupidly. Whatever was he talking about? ‘It’s late,’ Ric said to the girl. ‘You should be in bed.’

      Sophie stared at Nina, like she was trying to make up her mind about something. ‘That’s a pretty dress,’ she said. ‘You look like a princess.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Nina forced a smile, her words little more than  a stammer. She ran a hand over her hair, and her stomach lurched alarmingly.

      The girl slipped from the hall into the lounge, sat down on the couch and tucked skinny knees beneath her pony-print nightie. ‘I can’t sleep,’ she said. ‘There’s a ghost in my room.’

      Nina nervously smoothed her gown. The room spun slowly. She felt as breathless as she’d been in the ballroom, but for a very different reason. She was drained, drained and sick. ‘I’d better go.’ She looked around for her bag.

      Ric stood and laid a concerned hand on her arm. ‘We’ve all been drinking. How will you get to Kate’s?’

      ‘I’ll walk.’ The thought of traipsing miles in the dark, wearing high heels and a ball gown, wasn’t exactly appealing, but it was better than the alternative.

      ‘Are you leaving?’ asked Sophie. ‘Don’t you like it here?’

      Nina ignored her and checked that her phone was in her bag. She could feel the girl’s eyes upon her.

      ‘I don’t like it here either,’ said Sophie. ‘I hate it.’

      ‘Go to bed, Sophie.’ Ric rubbed the back of his neck. ‘It’s one o’clock in the morning.’

      ‘I can’t.’ Sophie’s eyes flashed before brimming with silent tears. ‘I told you, there’s a ghost.’

      Ric clasped his hands behind his head. Sophie hugged her knees, and looked so small and afraid that Nina stopped fumbling with her bag. ‘Where’s her mother?’

      Ric looked as lost as Sophie. He headed for the kitchen, beckoning Nina to follow. She stood for a moment, bag still in hand before letting it slip to the floor and going after him. ‘Rachael’s in a psychiatric clinic,’ he said. ‘With depression. Her doctor got in touch and asked me to take Sophie for the holidays.’

      ‘Her doctor,’ said Nina, trying to put the pieces together. ‘You two aren’t together?’

      He shook his head. ‘The thing with Rachael didn’t last long.  We lost touch. She never told me about Sophie.’ He took a breath. ‘Nina . . .’

      She cut in sharply. ‘When did you find out about her?’

      ‘About a month ago.’

      ‘Crikey, Ric. That’s some story.’

      ‘I’m going home to Donnalee,’ he said. ‘To sort things out with Dad and let him meet Sophie.’

      ‘You’re going home to introduce your daughter to your father.’ Nina still couldn’t make sense of it. Tiredness washed over her; the taste of champagne had turned sour.

      ‘I never —’ Ric began.

      The girl appeared at the door, arms wrapped tightly around her. ‘Your dad’s going to take you back to bed,’ said Nina. ‘He’s very good at scaring away ghosts.’

      Sophie pursed her lips in doubt. ‘Really? Will he stay as long as I want? Will you be here too, when I wake up?’

      Nina rubbed her eyes. As betrayed as she felt, it wasn’t the girl’s fault. And why should she run away, when Ric was the one at fault? ‘Yes and yes,’ she told Sophie.

      ‘Will you have breakfast with me?’

      ‘I’m going to my friend’s.’

      Ric’s eyes locked onto Nina’s. ‘I could make you breakfast.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Sophie. ‘Ric, I mean Dad, makes really good pancakes.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I can’t.’ Nina looked at him squarely. ‘I just can’t.’

      ‘Nina . . .’ His eyes were pleading. ‘There’s still more to talk about.’ When she didn’t answer he turned to Sophie. ‘Now’ – he took his daughter’s hand; she let him for a moment then shook him away –  ‘how about we go do some ghost-busting?’

      Nina gave a tight smile. ‘Goodnight, Sophie.’ Ric and his daughter disappeared down the hall.

      Nina went to the bathroom, changed into the oversized T-shirt Dylan had left out for her, and collapsed on the couch, mind abuzz with all that had happened. Too many surprises for one evening. Too many questions still unanswered. Ric here, and with a daughter. It was a kick in the guts, in spite of the passage of time, in spite of what she and Lockie had now. Ric’s return had leapfrogged her back over the intervening years. It had opened up an old wound, as raw and painful as the day he’d left. She tried to let it go, but emotion trumped reason.

      Nina wiped her face and nose with the bottom of Dylan’s T-shirt. Was that a footstep in the hall? She held her breath, sensing Ric’s presence in the darkened doorway. So close. Part of her wanted to hear him out, hear him justify his disloyalty. Part of her would slap him if he tried. She waited, a ball of tension in the gloom, but he didn’t appear. And despite exhaustion and all the booze, sleep was a long time coming.
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