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      ‘When I’m up here, it’s as if I’m floating and everything else has been left below. My mind settles as I climb the mountain and I feel at peace. The ancient trees with their rough bark wrap around me like silk cocoons. Their solid trunks and tendril roots grip the ground as if to say, I will hold you, I will not let go. The air is clear, not sticky or musty, and there’s a breeze that wings its way through the branches, the leaves and across my face. The world below ceases to exist. If I close my eyes I float above the surface of the earth and … I am calm.’

      Bobby Carlon
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      There had been great excitement the day the silkworms first came to the treehouse. Walking knee-deep through the dense covering of ferns and bushes beneath the mulberry tree, Bobby had announced that he had a surprise for Ruby in his satchel. It was dim and cool under the tree, the knotted branches and canopy forming a shady, secluded area, only a few frilly-necked lizards and the occasional brown snake sharing the space with the two of them.

      She had tried to get him to stop and open his bag, the suspense almost too much, but he kept walking, determined for once not to let her win.

      ‘Wait, Ruby Rose. Just wait until we climb up and then I’ll show you.’

      ‘But what is it? Can’t you tell me? I’ll die of curiosity.’

      Ruby liked to be in charge and know everything. The suspense made her climb erratically, stopping and starting, continually looking down at Bobby climbing steadily below her.

      ‘Just get up there and I’ll show you,’ he said.

      Standing on her toes, she balanced on the rungs leading up the tree. The bottoms of her feet were stained, dark purple colours mixed with dirt from the earth below. Her flowery cotton dress was also discoloured, purple from where she had sat on some of the thousands, perhaps millions, of berries that had dropped from the tree during the fruiting season.

      Above them, the trail of timber blocks, like steps, wove their way up into the darkest reaches of the tree. Nails that had long ago been hammered into the rough, textured bark held the timber secure, and as they climbed higher, tiny glimpses of the sky became visible; a blue backdrop to the thick branches that reached upwards, their tops covered by the dense canopy of weeping smaller branches and leaves.

      Perched amongst the thick foliage of the massive mulberry tree, the treehouse was obscured, a safe haven, a place no one else bothered with, tucked away in an overgrown corner of Ruby’s backyard. The two best friends considered the spot to be the best place in the world, and its location among other large trees—figs, mangoes and a towering pine tree—provided them with their own secret corner, a safe house with no adults, just the two of them, talking, laughing; conspirators.

      ‘Hurry up.’ Ruby used her bossy voice, holding up the canvas for Bobby to enter the treehouse.

      Once inside he had reached into his satchel and presented Ruby with a number of pieces of cardboard, all covered in multitudes of silkworm eggs. She was ecstatic and caused him great embarrassment by continually hugging him and then jumping up and down, making the treehouse creak and shake a little.

      It had been school holidays and they had watched every day, Ruby recording in her notebook when the tiny, grey eggs stuck to the cardboard had lightened in colour.

      Finally the day they had both waited so patiently for: tiny silkworms, hundreds of them, wriggling, squirming and climbing over each other, filling an old school port, safe in their new home.

      Although Ruby had only been eight, she was fastidious about keeping records of events that occurred in and around the treehouse. She left her small notebook in the treehouse, only removing it when she needed to record major incidents.

      Today she wrote: 143 healthy silkworms. All eating leaves.
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        * * *

      

      The silkworms grew quickly, fattening on the never-ending supply of leaves from the mulberry tree that was at its best, the thick canopy dripping with the heaviness of its foliage and fruit. The job of picking the greenest leaves from the tree and making sure that all the worms were fed had been allotted to Bobby. Bobby’s other job was to clean the droppings from the boxes so the silkworms would have enough room to move around.

      They had found extra boxes, the original school port now overflowing with fat silkworms that quickly ate through the leaves. Their droppings were bright green, an indication, Ruby told Bobby, that they were happy and healthy.

      Once, when Ruby was not around, Bobby had carried the largest container, the school port, down the tree and into his bedroom at home. Plugging in the vacuum cleaner, he had tried—just using the pointy end of the vacuum and not the brush part as he later explained to Ruby—to suck up the droppings and give the container a really good clean.

      Ruby had not been impressed and had efficiently recorded in her notebook:

      

      September 24, 1968, 54 large fat silkworms.

      Now only 12 surviveing.

      Bobby and vacum encident.

      

      Now she needed to make more notes regarding the latest incident. Bobby stood beside her as she recorded in her neat handwriting:

      

      March 4, The accident, 1970.

      School port moths, 17 healthy moths, now only 7 surviveing, 2 of those are injared becous of falling from tree.

      Bobby and Ruby falling over encident acident.

      

      ‘What?’ Ruby said as she looked up at Bobby, his mouth opening as if to speak.

      Perhaps it’s not the best time to point out her spelling mistakes, he thought, as he closed his mouth, instead smiling and shaking his head. ‘You’re the best club president,’ he said, ‘and at least we still have some moths, even after the accident yesterday.’

      The small girl rolled her eyes at him, an indication that she was not impressed with the situation.

      He had long ago decided to ignore Ruby’s habit of eye rolling, as well as to go along with most of the ideas she came up with. The time he spent with her was his only sliver of happiness in amongst the misery of home and school, and he would do anything to keep the peace between them, whatever it took to stretch out the time before he had to return home. Even though the happenings of the day before had been calamitous to Ruby, they hadn’t even rated in his own list of personal disasters.

      Ruby was oblivious to the situation at his house. Although he sometimes longed to tell her what was really happening, he had decided that for now it was better to keep it that way, to keep it all to himself. Just try not to think about it.
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      The accident had happened the day before, on what had started out as a typical afternoon but had quickly gone wrong; a disastrous chain of events resulting in the moth tally decreasing to just seven.

      As usual, they had both rushed home after school and made their way up into the treehouse as quickly as possible. They lay side by side, enjoying the cool of the rough timber flooring in their meeting area.

      Bobby was happy to lie still and listen to Ruby as she chattered on about making a new area that she wanted to call the sitting area. Although there were many sections to the treehouse, designated and specified, it was, after all, not such a big structure. They had drawn boundary lines for the different areas on the floor with white chalk, the faint lines invisible in places where their bare feet or bodies had rubbed over them.

      Now they sprawled out with their heads in the spying area, feet pushed up against the stump of the activity table, their bodies stretched across three areas—spying, meeting and activities.

      Bobby, being the elder and taller of the two, lay contorted, with his knees bent high and his neck twisted slightly so he could fit across the largest flat area of the treehouse. He tried to stretch out his long legs, sinewy from years of school sport and running, before resigning himself to the cramped conditions. Turning his head, he looked through the slits in the timber walls. His intense brown eyes were set deeply, and his tousled dark hair, springy with the Queensland summer humidity, framed his squarish, still boyish face.

      Ruby was stretched out fully beside him with her shoulder jammed up against his, her bare feet nowhere near the stump-table that hindered the comfort of the taller Bobby. Conspirators; two sets of eyes flickering back and forth, lying deathly still as if their lives depended on invisibility.

      ‘I told you it was a good idea,’ Ruby whispered, indicating the rolled-down canvas across the doorway. ‘There’s no way anyone can see in now.’

      ‘You’re smart for a girl. Sometimes.’

      Bobby’s chuckle was cut short by the cutting look, a savage glare as the small girl turned towards him, glinting green eyes scowling, her scrunched-up face willing him to remain silent. They stared hard at each other and Bobby concentrated on her face as he counted the biggest freckles, a smattering of cute brown spots across her nose that faded into each other as they ran across the top of her somewhat chubby cheeks. There were a couple of gaps in her teeth where adult incisors had failed to come through quickly enough to mask the fact that she was still young enough to be losing baby teeth.

      Knowing better than to tease Ruby about still having teeth like a baby, he kept his quick words to himself rather than incur the wrath and sharp retorts that would flow forth from her; so young but already more than capable of sticking up for herself.

      Wavy blonde hair spread out beneath her, so long that it reached below her red cotton shorts. Her thin brown legs were stretched out beside him as she tried to match the length of his own. Ruby didn’t like to be far behind Bobby in anything, and she was always measuring her height, telling him that one day they would be the same size.

      ‘But you’ll never be as strong as me,’ he would say, flexing his muscles, thinking that one day he would have muscles as strong as Popeye in the cartoon pictures.

      ‘My dad says that I can do anything a boy can do,’ Ruby said. ‘Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t do stuff. He reckons I can do whatever I want, and if I want to be the strongest person, well, I can be.’

      ‘Girls can’t do some things that boys can.’ Bobby looked at her, suspicious of her confidence and confused about her ideas, so different from what was promoted in his house.

      ‘Of course they can. I can be whatever I want. If I want to be a doctor, well, I can.’

      ‘That’s not right. Girls should be nurses or mums.’

      ‘My dad says if I want to be an astronaut like Neil Armstrong then I can be. He says I’m really smart, and when I grow up I can be whatever I want.’

      ‘Bet you can’t be a concreter like him.’

      ‘Bet I could.’

      ‘Girls are supposed to get married and have babies. They look after the kids and cook, clean the house.’

      ‘I don’t like cooking and cleaning. I hate cleaning the bathtub. I’m going to do something else when I’m grown up.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I’m going to be a lawyer.’

      ‘You mean like on Homicide?’ he said, referring to the popular television show.

      ‘Yeah, you know, they solve crimes.’

      ‘I thought you weren’t allowed to watch those shows. How do you know what a lawyer is when you aren’t allowed to watch it?’

      ‘Silkworm secret,’ Ruby said. ‘If I lie in bed with the door open, I can see the TV screen reflected in the big mirror on the sideboard. My dad’s a bit deaf so he has it up pretty loud. I get to see most TV programs, but you can’t tell him or Mum.’

      ‘Lawyers are always men.’

      ‘I watch Matlock Police too.’

      ‘Your dad would be angry if he knew you were watching those programs. You’ll be in trouble if you get caught.’

      ‘Bobby, I won’t get caught. Besides, they’re really scary, so most of the time I put my hands over my eyes.’

      ‘You’re lucky that your mum and dad care about you. I wish my parents were like yours. The other day Theresa asked me how you get a new mum and dad. She’s tired of all the trouble at home and the way Sally doesn’t get looked after properly. I didn’t know what to say. I wish I was older, then I’d run away and take them both with me.’

      The two best friends stared hard at each other as they talked. It was a game they often played: who could go the longest without blinking. Both blinked sharply, however, when a loud voice bellowed up from under the tree.

      ‘Ruby, you climb down here this minute. I know you’re up there. I wasn’t born yesterday.’ Footsteps scuffed through the thick layer of fallen leaves, moving closer, the voice booming out again. ‘You get down here now. I’ve got jobs for you to do and you’re not supposed to play until your homework’s done.’

      The two conspirators, who had no intention of moving or answering, pulled faces at each other, imitating the adult face below.

      ‘Your father will clip you across the ears when you come down and there’ll be no ice cream for you tonight.’ Mary, Ruby’s mum, waited for a reply. ‘You’re wasting my time, Ruby. I’ve got better things to do than look for you. I’m telling you now though, if you didn’t change and you’ve got mulberry on that school uniform there’ll be hell to pay.’

      The exasperated voice faded away as Ruby’s mum made her way back to the house.

      ‘She’s not really mad,’ Ruby whispered. ‘She just likes to sound like she is, making out she’s the boss.’

      Bobby looked worried. ‘Are you sure your dad won’t thrash you?’

      The small girl’s laughter resounded off the rough timber walls. ‘Are you joking? My dad loves me too much. He would never hit me.’

      ‘Does your mum ever hit you?’ Bobby was trying to manoeuvre his neck, which was starting to feel like it would be attached sideways on his body permanently.

      Ruby’s little face scrunched up, her eyes narrowing. ‘She loses it sometimes, especially when I keep going on about something. Because I’m more stubborn than her, she knows she can’t beat me. I can always tell when she’s really mad because her face goes red and her eyes … it’s like she’s a dragon and there’re flames coming out of them, red flames licking out of her green eyes. And sometimes her lips go real thin and mean, like this.’ Ruby sat up and gave a demonstration.

      ‘What does she do? Does she use a belt?’

      ‘Worse than that.’

      ‘A cricket bat? A broom handle?’

      ‘Don’t be silly.’

      ‘I know,’ Bobby said, ‘the whippy wire out of the curtains.’ His curiosity was aroused as he imaged the horrendous punishment her mother might inflict.

      ‘Way worse.’ Ruby loved having Bobby’s full attention. ‘She goes all quiet, then she starts whispering all the angry things she wants to say to me.’

      ‘You mean she doesn’t scream or yell?’

      Ruby rolled her eyes. ‘No, she goes quieter and quieter, telling me off, saying she’s going to tell Dad all the bad things I do.’

      ‘Then what?’

      ‘She snaps off a branch, a thin little branch from the wattle tree out the front. She sort of tests it in the air and then real quick, before I can run away, she twitches me with it.’

      ‘Across your face?’

      ‘No, stupid, across the back of my legs, and it stings like crazy and sometimes it leaves a red mark. If I rub it really hard I can make it stay there until Dad gets home and then I tell him that she whipped me with a thick tree branch.’

      ‘Is that it? A bit of a whack from a wattle twig across your legs?’

      ‘Well, it stings.’

      ‘That’s nothing, a little wattle twitch.’

      ‘If I put it on real good and make out it hurts a lot,’ Ruby said, ‘when I sit with Dad at night he rubs it for me. Then he sort of lectures me, tells me how to get around Mum, how not to annoy her. You know the sort of stuff: “Your mother loves you, you need to be nice to her, don’t bite the hand that feeds you.” Dad reckons she’s the boss.’

      Bobby lay without speaking, staring up at the patchy tin roof.

      ‘Bobby, are you listening to me? Do you reckon your mum’s the boss?’

      A lengthy silence followed before he spoke. ‘There’s no way Mum’s the boss. You know my old man; you’ve seen what he’s like. He’s not kind like your dad.’

      ‘Your dad’s always nice to me,’ Ruby said, ‘and he gives me a little sausage when we go to your meat shop, and sometimes he makes Mum laugh. He always chats to her, tells her she has a pretty dress on, says he can smell her dinners cooking and that she must be the best cook in the street.’

      ‘Ha.’

      ‘Mum says that your dad has done really good to have such a big shop, and Dad reckons your dad is a good butcher giving us the meat cheaper, and he says that your sister Theresa works hard, she does good at school, and Mum and Dad think you’re smart, and your Uncle Mike, well, Mum says, “Fancy having an uncle that knows the prime minister, real high up in the government he is, and he has so much money and⁠—”’

      Bobby cut her off, wondering how she could speak for so long without a breath. ‘You know things aren’t always what they seem to be.’

      ‘Like how?’

      ‘Just … never mind.’ He stretched out his stiffening muscles.

      ‘What do you mean? Don’t start something and not finish it.’

      ‘I mean sometimes things look good to other people, but they’re only seeing what’s on the outside.’

      ‘Well, what’s on the inside?’

      ‘Forget it. I’m going to get your stupid records book so you can write up the tally.’ Bobby sat up suddenly, signalling an end to the conversation.

      ‘Hey, I’m the boss.’ Ruby grabbed Bobby as he tried to stand up, his long legs wobbly and unsteady after lying cramped and still for so long. ‘Just because you’re older⁠—’

      And that was when, in a split second, it happened: ‘the accident’ as Ruby liked to refer to it.

      It was like watching a slow-motion movie. Ruby gasped out loud as Bobby’s legs became tangled, his body twisted, and he lurched unsteadily towards the table in the centre of the treehouse. The piece of fibro that made up the top of the table rested on the stump of a huge branch. Apart from the way the tabletop crumbled a little around the edges from time to time, it made a perfect flat surface for many of their activities.

      That day a number of containers were lined up neatly across the table: an old school port with broken hinges, its stickers peeling; two shirt boxes, the colours on their sides faded and blurry; and two smaller shoeboxes. All the lids on the containers had been punched with multiple holes, providing air for the tiny creatures within.

      Ruby’s eyes widened as Bobby stumbled and fell forward, one arm reaching out to steady himself and stop his face smashing into the boxes on the table. His hand made contact and he grasped wildly at the closest object. Before their eyes, the largest container, the school port, turned over, the lid going one way, and the rest of the port flipping forward and landing upside down in the reading area.

      ‘Shit.’ Bobby gathered himself, standing steady, looking from Ruby to the school port.

      They both knew. They knew that below that port, which was now lying lidless in the centre of the reading area, were gaps in the timber floor that opened to the ground far below. This was serious. Bobby registered the fact that Ruby hadn’t reprimanded him for swearing; rule number five on the list of Silkworm Club rules.

      Ruby crawled slowly over to the port and waited for Bobby. Together they lifted it, cautiously moving it straight up and not sliding it, or allowing it to have any more contact with the floor than necessary.

      ‘Uh-oh.’ Bobby pursed his lips and waited for Ruby’s response.

      ‘They’ve nearly all fallen through the gaps,’ Ruby said. ‘They won’t live, they can’t fly.’ Her voice was shaky as she carefully tried to pick up the contents that had fallen from the container.

      Bobby pressed his face to the openings between the floorboards, one eye closed, trying to spy any survivors of the fall.

      Ruby’s voice took on the steadiness and authority of the Silkworm Club president. ‘I’ll pick these ones up. Can you please go down and see if you can find any on the ground?’

      She scooped up the mulberry leaves scattered on the floor, a few silkworm moths gripping to their surface, their delicate wings flapping wildly, their eyebrows furrowed. ‘It looks like there are about five here. That means twelve are missing. This morning there were seventeen.

      Hurry up, Bobby, they only live for a few days so we need to find them and put them back in the box. Then they can lay their eggs.’

      As usual, Bobby followed her instructions. Even though he was older by three years, Ruby was the club president, and besides, she was good at organising everything and everybody. It was easier to just follow her directions and do what he was told.

      He scrambled down the tree trunk, hanging onto the timber steps and hand guides that wound their way down to the ground. The thought of looking for white moths that had probably drifted off on the wind made him smile. He knew that the heavy leaf litter and dense ferns growing wild under the tree would envelop and hide a free-falling silkworm moth that had no sense of surviving in the wild.

      But he would try; he would do anything to please Ruby because she was, after all, his best friend.
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      ‘Dad says you’ve just got to get on with stuff,’ Ruby said as she tidied the treehouse. ‘Step forward and don’t cry over spilt milk. I’ll bring a mat up and put it over the gaps in the floor.’

      The boxes on the table were now lined up straight. Everything had to be in its place and she cast her eyes over the timber boxes, squinted and then rolled her eyes when she noticed the ice-cream tin with a few large mouldy mulberries left in it.

      ‘Got it.’ Bobby tipped the few remaining mulberries out the window, replacing the container in its correct position on the shelf. Amused at how neat she had to have everything, he watched her move the crate chairs so they were even and straight.

      They both ran their hands over the boxes that were full of cocoons. When the moths hatched, they would hopefully add to their now decreased tally.

      ‘See you in the morning,’ Ruby said to the silkworms.

      Bobby held up the canvas for her as they made their way out of the treehouse and into the real world below.

      When they reached the bottom of the tree they sat for a while, balancing on the huge protruding roots that were covered in the same rough bark as the trunk; sections of the roots smooth however, due to the continuous movement of bare feet across them over the years.

      ‘I have to go in,’ Ruby said eventually. ‘It’s nearly night. Even Dad will go mad if I come in after dark.’

      ‘I better go home, too. I still have to do all my jobs before Dad gets home. I’m sorry about the moths, Ruby Rose.’

      ‘Best friends don’t get mad with each other. It was sort of my fault, too.’

      Emerging from the cover of the trees, they turned in the direction of their houses, both looking up at the horizon as the fading light threw an orange hue over the backyard. Ruby saw the light flick on over the back veranda and knew her dad would be starting to look at the clock, wondering if he should call her in to clean up before dinner.

      ‘See you tomorrow.’ Bobby sounded despondent, sad.

      He never wants to go home, Ruby thought. He must really like the silkworms, and me, better than his own family.

      The darkening light separated them, the clicking of the side gate indicating that Bobby was in his own yard.

      Sure enough, Ruby’s dad Francis was sitting out on the back steps, his work boots and socks kicked off to the side as he enjoyed a smoke in the balmy evening light. She ran towards him, her small legs going, as her dad would say at a million miles an hour. Placing his cigarette down on the brick stairs beside him, he held both arms out as she jumped onto him. Chubby arms wrapped around his neck, her kisses smothering his face.

      ‘My Ruby Rose, my little mulberry fairy,’ he said, squeezing her tightly, his face nuzzling into her blonde wavy hair.

      ‘I’m never going to let go of you.’ Ruby clung to him, her mulberry-stained face squashed into the hairs on his chest, her legs drawn up so she could nestle in, snug and secure.

      ‘What have you been up to today, little one?’ He moved her to one side so he could puff on his cigarette.

      ‘Dad, Dad, you’ll never believe what happ⁠—’

      Her mum’s voice interrupted them. ‘Right, you two, the pair of you, grubs. One covered in mulberry, the other in concrete dust. You need to clean up before you come in for dinner. Stop your story right now, Ruby. We’ll listen while we have dinner and then I’ll decide if you get dessert.’

      Ruby recalled the earlier incident, when her mother was looking for her, calling out. It seemed so insignificant now. Wait until she told them about the moths, and how Bobby had rescued two of them, then surely she would get dessert.

      Francis picked her up and she wrapped herself around the front of him, her arms around his neck and her legs wrapped around his waist. They looked at each other and laughed together.

      Ruby’s mum put on her cranky voice. ‘Clean up, both of you, or else there’ll be no dinner for either of you.’

      Steam rose from the hot water as Ruby bathed, only her head above the water as she lay back in the old claw-foot bath. She loved the bathtub. It was deep enough for her to float in, and the warm water closed in over her, softening the mud and mulberry stains.

      Her dad would be in the outside shower now, scrubbing hard, removing the dried concrete and dust, the remnants of a day of hard work. She knew he would wait until she had run the bath water, letting her get the hot water first in case it ran out. After he finished, her mum would send him in to get Ruby moving.

      She hated getting out of the tub. Instead, she always drew out her time, leaving it until the last moment to take the small scrubbing brush from the wire basket hanging on the wall. Then she would scrub as hard as she could, removing all of the dirt and stains from her hands and feet. She knew her mum would inspect her cleanliness, and if she had missed any marks, Ruby would have to use the bucket and cold water outside to finish off after dinner.

      The door rattled as her dad banged on it. ‘Hurry up, dinner’s out.’

      Ruby emerged scrubbed and refreshed. Her dad hugged her, one hand ruffling her hair, both revelling in the freshness of feeling clean.

      The three of them sat around the small dining-room table and ate their evening meal, her mum smiling and relaxed now, her dad talking about his day. It was the usual steak and mash, carrots, and of course the greens—beans and peas. This was their favourite time of the day. It was quiet, just the family, all tucked up together, ready to chat and catch up with what each other had done during the day.

      Her dad beamed at both of them. ‘Righto, Ruby Rose, now tell us what exciting things you did today.’
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      Dappled light filtered through the canopy of thick green mulberry leaves that formed a ceiling over the splintered roof of the treehouse. Shafts of sunlight beaming through wider gaps exposed the blue of the Queensland summer sky above, which appeared to move, rather than the scurrying, puffy clouds throwing shadows as they passed.

      An assortment of odd-sized floorboards attached to the tree’s broad branches made up the base of the treehouse. Nails popped up out of the boards, ready for the first unsuspecting foot to rip across them. Over the years, different dwellers had added their own individual design or character to the treehouse. Discarded timber, nailed vertically, gave the structure its walls and rusty corrugated tin laid across convenient branches formed the roof. The entire structure was near waterproof, helped along by a collection of canvas off-cuts and fibro sheeting.

      Ruby had added canvas rollups to the two small windows and the doorway that had been cut out of the wood. The canvas could be rolled up to let in the light and fresh air, or rolled back down when dim light or invisibility from the rest of the world was required. Wooden crates nailed to the wall held a few discoloured cups, a couple of chipped plates and two Norco ice-cream tins. Larger timber boxes served as seats, and three of these were positioned neatly around the centrepiece of the treehouse, the table.

      Orderly signs specified different areas. There was a reading corner, designated by a wooden sign nailed to the wall saying so, and a spying corner where, if you lay flat, you could see through the gap in the timber that coincided with an open space in the sprawling, drooping branches of the tree.

      Through this gap it seemed the entire world was visible. Not only Ruby’s yard below, but also those of her immediate neighbours’, and of the yards that adjoined them. Reaching out further, sharp eyes could spy over the farm that sprawled out beyond the houses, a green oasis, the black-and-white cows visible against the backdrop of lush pastures. Red-tiled roofs capped stuccoed low-set houses, their yards large, each one different, offering a patchwork of colour and a variety of matters: sheds, fences and people who went about their daily lives oblivious to the all-seeing eyes of those lucky enough to be privileged members of the Silkworm Treehouse Club.

      To date there were two cards in the box; two members sworn to secrecy who—hand on chest, cross my heart and hope to die, on my grandmother’s grave—had promised each other that the password and all that took place in the treehouse would remain secret. Until I die, and amen, blood brother, spit sisters, pass the same piece of chewing gum around, cross my heart and hope to die again. Their secrets were safe; they were in this together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Who do you love the most, Bobby?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, I think sometimes I love my dad the most, but then if I had to choose, I couldn’t pick between Mum and Dad. So now I know I also love Mum the most, it’s just a different love.’

      ‘I don’t love anyone the most.’

      ‘You must do. Do you love your mum or your dad the most? What about your sisters?’

      Bobby sat up and peered through the canvas covering the window. ‘I told you, no one.’

      ‘You’re not allowed not to answer properly.’

      Bobby stood up. ‘Only girls think about those things. I’m going. I don’t want to play with the silkworms today.’

      ‘You’re not allowed to just go. Who will I play with?’

      ‘I’m going.’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Home.’
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        * * *

      

      Ruby tried to forget about being angry with Bobby. Although they’d been friends since before she started school, they had only been best, really best friends since she’d started in grade one. That was four years ago now, when she had been five and Bobby was eight.

      On the first day of school, Mary had walked her through the front gates, staying just long enough to hear Ruby’s name called out and to be satisfied that her daughter had been put into the correct line of year-one students.

      The next morning, the second day of grade one, Ruby had waited on the front veranda for Bobby. She watched as he rode his bike, a satchel strapped to the back, up the dusty driveway to collect her. Her rusty Bluebird bike was ready, her new school port clipped onto the rack behind her seat.

      The year before she started school, Bobby had taught her how to ride using a smaller bike, holding it steady so she could mount it from the small porch at the front of her house. Once her feet had found the pedals, they had steered together, eventually the bike and her finding their own momentum as Bobby ran alongside holding onto the seat, helping to keep her balanced. After a while she only needed help getting on and off, and getting started, and he would hold her and the bike upright for a moment before giving it a good shove.

      Ruby had tried to concentrate on the pedalling and steering as she hurtled down the driveway, but often a cloud of dust signalled that she’d been unable to maintain her balance. A couple of times she had focused so intently on the steering part that even though Bobby had yelled out and run towards her, she had failed to navigate around the wide juniper trees that grew down the side of the driveway. Luckily she had only incurred scratches and cuts, a telltale scar above her left eye showing the place where a sharp branch had ripped across her face.

      Bobby was definitely her best friend. Although she knew she could usually boss him around, when something went wrong and she felt a bit out of her depth he was always there to help her out. Sometimes she would play with some of the other kids in the street, and often she visited Lynette, a girl the same age as Bobby who lived a few doors up the road.

      Ruby was envious of Lynette, who lived in a large brick house and had fancy, expensive clothes. But the older girl’s mum was fussy, and Lynette wasn’t allowed to get dirty or visit anyone else’s house. Her dad made Ruby wash her feet before she went inside their house. To add to this her strict parents had once told Bobby that boys weren’t allowed over, so he had left Ruby there by herself and vowed never to return.

      ‘She’s not even allowed to climb trees,’ Ruby had confided to Bobby. ‘And can you believe it, she has to wear shoes all the time.’ They had both looked down at their feet, as usual, blackened, dusty and dirty, their toes wriggling in the loose dirt of the driveway. ‘Do you know, she’s the only one in the school photo with shoes on.’

      ‘She must have more than one pair,’ Bobby said, amazed at the thought that not only did Lynette own perhaps two pairs of shoes but also that she wore them to school. Sometimes he and Ruby wore shoes to school in winter, but really, in summer?

      Ruby soon gave up on Lynette, and although she had friends at school, at home she preferred to spend her time with Bobby.

      ‘One day he’ll seem a lot older than you and he won’t want to spend time with you anymore,’ Ruby’s mum had told her after watching the two of them jumping up and down in the cut-off corrugated tank that served as their swimming pool in summer.

      ‘He’ll always be the same older than me.’

      ‘I know what you’re saying. He’ll always be three years older than you, but as time goes on he’ll change. He’ll get older quicker than you.’

      ‘He won’t,’ Ruby said. ‘Besides, one day I’m going to marry him and we’re going to live in a treehouse. But don’t tell him, it’s a secret.’

      Mary had laughed, thankful that Ruby had such a close playmate, but she wondered what the teenage years would do to such a friendship. Ruby was their only child; they had tried for years to have children before she arrived. Sometimes Mary wondered what it would’ve been like to have more children, for Ruby to have a brother or sister. But she pushed the questions aside, forever grateful that she had been able to carry and deliver a healthy beautiful baby.

      When the new family moved in next door, Mary had hoped that the children would be friendly and Ruby would find a playmate. The eldest girl, Theresa, was quite a bit older than Ruby, and then came Bobby, followed by his little sister Sally.

      The dad, Vincent, bought and ran the local butcher’s shop. Mary had hoped that she too might find friendship with the new lady next door, but she had only ever glimpsed Isobel a couple of times. Vincent had told Mary and Francis that his wife was not well, and preferred to stay inside and look after the family.

      Occasionally Mary had spotted Isobel outside, but the other woman ignored any gestures or overtures of friendship, quickly making her way inside when Mary had called out.

      Theresa also stayed in the house a lot, only emerging to make her way to school and back, never going with any of the other children and rarely responding to any of their greetings. Sometimes Mary would hear the youngest girl, Sally, crying or yelling, but she too mostly stayed inside, her cries muffled and eventually silenced by the walls that closeted the lives of those inside.

      The explanation from Bobby was that Sally wasn’t normal. ‘She was born different,’ he told Ruby. ‘Even though she’s three years younger than me, she’s only really like a two year old, you know, like a baby still.’

      Ruby had only seen Sally once or twice, from a distance. ‘Is that why she doesn’t go to school?’

      ‘Yeah, something’s wrong with her brain. It happened when she was born. You can’t teach her anything. She can’t learn things like reading or writing. Dad says she’s cuckoo and should be in a home, but Sally understands me sometimes. She’d rather be with me than Mum. Mum can’t even look after herself, so she doesn’t bother looking after Sally much. Mostly me and Theresa do everything for her.’

      ‘How come no one ever visits your house except for your uncle?’ Ruby had asked. ‘Don’t you have other family, like grandmothers or cousins?’

      ‘Dad isn’t friends with anyone. His mum and dad are both dead. I never even met them, ever. Dad’s brother, that’s my uncle, he comes and stays, but I wish he didn’t.’

      ‘What about your mum?’

      ‘Her family never talked to her again,’ Bobby said, ‘after she married Dad, that is. I don’t think she has any brothers or sisters, but I don’t know because she doesn’t talk to me about anything. She doesn’t talk at all, well, hardly ever.’

      ‘What’s wrong with her?’

      ‘Dad said she’s mental, you know, like crazy in the head. I’m not sure what’s wrong with her. I can’t remember her ever being any other way.’

      ‘Why can’t you bring Sally over to play? I’d look after her. Maybe we could just play in the yard, not up in the tree, if you’re worried about her falling. I could get some paper and books, and try and teach her to read and write. Can I please, Bobby? I want to help her.’

      ‘Ruby Rose, you don’t understand. Sally’s brain, it just doesn’t work right. She doesn’t understand hardly anything. She doesn’t speak, she just makes noises that no one but me can understand. Besides, she’s not allowed outside. Dad wants her kept inside so no one knows we have an idiot in the house. That’s what he says. He keeps saying he’s going to put her in a home. When she gets sick he won’t even get the doctor for her.’

      ‘But she looks normal. I saw her once when she followed you into the backyard. I could see you both from up in the tree.’

      ‘Hey, you’re not supposed to spy on me.’

      ‘I wasn’t spying. I just happened to be up here, and you know I can see your whole yard. Sally followed you. She’s pretty, and she looks normal to me.’

      ‘Well, I’m telling you she’s not normal. Her mind is like a baby’s, and I don’t think it’ll ever change. Sally’s never going to grow up, she’s always going to be the same.’

      ‘She’s lucky she has you, Bobby. What would happen if you didn’t look after her?’

      ‘Dad would put her in a home. I’ve heard him talking to my uncle about it. One day he’ll do it, I just know.’

      A troubled look crossed Bobby’s face; it came whenever they talked about his family. Sometimes he would start shaking, his hands first and then his legs. When that happened Ruby would sit quietly, just listening, knowing but not fully understanding why he had to talk, to tell someone—his best friend who he knew wouldn’t tell anyone else.

      They had a pact, silkworm secrets, and it calmed Bobby to know that he could tell Ruby some of his problems.
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      As much as Bobby knew Sally needed him, he couldn’t wait until everything was done and Theresa was home. Then he could escape; he could run from the musty house with the stale smells that lingered in every room, and the oppressive air that filled his lungs, squashing him, making him feel small, confused and mostly sad.

      Bobby always yearned to be outside; whenever it was possible he’d escape from his house and spent time with Ruby.

      The two of them would pump up the tyres on their bikes and ride for miles, pushing down hard on the pedals, their legs aching as they traversed the steepest roads they could find. Together they followed stony tracks and trails, Ruby always wanting to find out what was at the end or how they could get to the highest point.

      Once they reached their destination they would unpack the lunch Ruby’s mum had made for them, which usually included a warm but still bubbly bottle of lemonade each to wash down the sandwiches and biscuits.

      The two friends loved the places they discovered, and they would come home tired and dirty, satisfied that they had made some new discoveries, found a higher hill to climb, a different view.

      Ruby always wanted to be at the front, the first to see what lay ahead, the first to pick up a kangaroo skull or spy a koala perched high in the towering gums. Bobby, slow and steady, always followed, his keen eyes taking in everything around him.

      On one such day he called out to Ruby to stop.

      She pushed backwards on the pedal, braking hard before turning to him, indignant. ‘Why?’

      ‘You always go too fast. You missed a big bunch of kangaroos back there lying in the grass.’

      ‘Where?’ Her face scrunched up in annoyance.

      ‘In the paddock with the purple flowers.’

      They had crept back on foot, silently, peering through the long grass at a big mob of kangaroos that were lying in the open paddock, soaking in the sunshine, oblivious to the fascinated onlookers.

      ‘One day I’m going to live out there past those mountains,’ Bobby told Ruby, pointing to the mountain range far to the west. ‘Someone at school told me they’d lived out there and there’s hardly any people, just a lot of horses and cows.’

      ‘You’re not allowed to move away from me,’ Ruby told him. ‘You’re my best friend.’

      On another day Bobby had needed to double her back on his rickety bike. Ruby had come off a beauty in her rush to be first and, as her dad would say, going like a bull at a gate.

      The front tyre had hit a large rock, buckling the bike, twisting and wrenching the handlebars out of her hands and throwing her onto the hard rocky ground. She sat up, trying hard not to cry as Bobby used his T-shirt to wipe her face. One side of her face was grazed, with tiny rocks embedded under her skin.

      For once she had stayed quiet and listened as Bobby took control of the situation and told her what to do. Both of her knees were bleeding and he used the tea towel from around the lemonade bottles to stop the flow of blood.

      Trying to be brave, she stood up, assuring him that she would be fine and they could just ride home slowly. Then she had crumbled to the ground again, one ankle swollen and twisted.

      Bobby told her to listen to him and that he’d get her home. Pushing her old Bluebird bike into the long grass he took note of the location so they could find it easily on their return. He then manoeuvred her small, light body onto the port rack behind his seat and told her to grab onto him as he pushed the bike back down the rocky trail.

      Francis, who had been cutting the bushes out the front of the house, watched them come slowly up the road, Bobby still doubling Ruby as she held onto him tightly.

      ‘Looks like you two have had fun,’ Francis said as he lifted her off the bike and carried her into the house. ‘Come in, Bobby. I’ll get you a cold drink and biscuit. You must be knackered after lugging her all the way home.’

      The smell of Dettol soon filled the air as her dad gently washed Ruby’s legs, dragging the washer across the wounds, making sure all the tiny pieces of rubble were removed from under the skin.

      She bit her lip, her face pale as her dad wrapped a cloth filled with ice around her ankle, assuring her she would be fine. There was no way she would cry while Bobby was there. He would think she was a cry-baby, a girl or, worst of all, a sook.

      

      The fall from the bike had happened a long time ago. Ruby was older now, nearly ten, and Bobby would soon be a teenager. They still did everything together: bike riding, playing in the yard and down at the creek, looking after the chickens and ducklings when they hatched, and every season gorging themselves on the plentiful mulberries that hung from their tree.

      Playing in the treehouse was still their favourite pastime. Every year they gathered as many old boxes as they could find and lined them up on the activity table. As the winter months passed, and new shoots and leaves appeared on the mulberry tree, they placed the carefully saved pieces of cardboard with hundreds of tiny eggs attached into the new containers with the utmost care.

      Each day they checked the progress, watching the eggs hatch into tiny worms that wriggled around their new home, crawling over each other as they munched voraciously on the dark green leaves that lined the boxes. It was the same every season; their anticipation increasing as they tried to predict how many eggs would hatch and how big they would grow.

      Before long the boxes overflowed with plump large silkworms and Ruby and Bobby would divide them, finding even more boxes to house them in.

      The curly white bodies grew bigger and bigger until the worms could eat no more. Moving sluggishly, the fully-grown silkworms manoeuvred into corners of the box or the gaps that formed under the wrinkled leaves. Then they began.

      They spun fine golden threads, enveloping themselves in bright yellow cocoons, going to sleep tucked against the walls and corners of the boxes that housed them. For the next few weeks the boxes were silent, the cocoons and dried leaves stationary, the two carers relieved from duties for a while.

      When Ruby and Bobby grew tired of waiting, they would gingerly lift the corner of one of the lids and peer into the dimness of the box, checking for movement. There was always great excitement when they spotted the first fluttering moth and the count would begin. They left the lids of the boxes open when they were up in the treehouse because the moths’ bodies were too heavy for their fine wings, and there was no risk of them flying away.

      Wings fluttering rapidly, the moths moved around the box until they found another moth of the opposite sex. Once they had mated, the male moth died almost straightaway while the female survived for a few more days, laying hundreds and hundreds of tiny eggs.

      It was Bobby’s job to remove the dead moths, and he stacked them together into the many matchboxes they collected for this occasion.

      ‘Don’t press them down too hard,’ Ruby would always say. ‘The poor little moths, you’ll squash them.’ It always upset her that these beautiful creatures, which had worked their way out of the tightly woven cocoons, only lived for a short while.

      Bobby would dig a hole directly where Ruby pointed and together the numerous matchboxes were lowered into the earth. The hole would be filled back up with the damp red soil, a homemade cross consisting of two sticks tied together pushed into the earth to denote the final resting place of their beloved silkworm moths.
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      Ruby busied herself, neatening the treehouse, trying to work out why Bobby had been so angry and gone home when she had asked who he loved the most. Soon there was nothing left for her to tidy, so she lay across the floor, positioning herself in the spying area so she could peer through the gap in the wall out to the yards beyond. If she looked to her left, or what Bobby said was north, she could clearly see the next three adjoining yards.

      They were all large, the smallest being half an acre. The largest was the Waltons’ place next door at nearly an acre. The Waltons were rich. Mr Walton was a travelling salesman who spent most of the year working away from home.

      If Ruby looked between the trees and into the Waltons’ yard, she could see the large, white wooden house standing like a centrepiece in the middle of a bridal cake. Verandas that ran around three sides of the house could be reached by climbing the fifteen steps at the front of the house. Bobby and Ruby had counted the steps many times while watching Lewis, the Waltons’ gardener, sweep them every day without fail.

      Lewis lived under the big old house in a comfortable space with a bedroom, kitchenette and bathroom. Ruby and Bobby both liked the gardener, who had a big droopy moustache and a funny accent. They often took him an overflowing bucket of mulberries and he would invite them in, later sharing with them the most delicious mulberry pies they had ever tasted.

      Mrs Walton obviously liked Lewis, too, and even though he was only supposed to be her gardener they had often seen him enter her house late in the afternoon, a bottle of wine tucked under his arm.

      Lewis kept the gardens neat and brimming full of roses, camellias and other flowering plants, reminding Ruby of the English gardens she had seen in books and magazines. The skilled gardener had raised the garden beds and edged them with small concrete walls that were adorned with broken pieces of old crockery. Roses, lilacs and pansies painted onto once expensive plates and cups were now pressed into the concrete. Ruby and Bobby liked to run their hands over the pretty mosaic patterns, the smoothness and beauty of the painted pictures cool under their hands.

      Spying from high up in the treehouse, Ruby and Bobby sometimes saw Mrs Walton and Lewis walking around the yard together, the tall well-dressed lady pointing out different flowers and plants, and Lewis accompanying his words with his usual hand gestures.

      Lewis’s passion for the garden was evident in the way he gently pruned the prickly roses, picking the most delicate unopened buds for Mrs Walton’s antique vases that perched on every table and stand in her house.

      One day Mrs Walton followed Lewis into his little home beneath the old white house.

      Ruby asked Bobby what he thought they were doing. ‘They’ve been in there for hours,’ she said, ‘and Lewis doesn’t even have a television. They must like talking to each other.’

      Bobby hadn’t answered. He had just looked at her, blinked, and reminded her of their code of secrecy and silence. ‘Remember, Ruby Rose,’ he said, ‘anything we see or say up here stays up here. You can’t even tell your mum or dad.’

      ‘I know that, they’re silkworm secrets.’

      Soon it began to get dark and Ruby had to go inside, so she never knew how long Mrs Walton had stayed with Lewis. ‘She’s still in there,’ Ruby said, before they went to their separate houses. ‘Maybe they’re playing Scrabble or something.’

      ‘Maybe they are,’ he said.

      She hated it when Bobby got that look on his face, a look that reminded her that she was still younger than him and he knew about some things she didn’t. It annoyed her because, after all, she was the president of the club, the organiser. She was supposed to be in charge, it wasn’t right that Bobby knew more than her just because he was older.

      She thought back to the day she had fallen off her bike and he had taken control. She hadn’t liked that feeling; she liked to be the one doing the bossing.

      And now she was cranky. How dare he just walk out of the treehouse and go home. This was supposed to be a meeting. He was supposed to clean out the boxes, not get angry just because she had asked him a question.

      She kept herself busy filling in the pages of the records book, taking note of all that was happening around her.

      

      Date 1972

      Silkworm count 245, 132 big ones, 85 small ones, 28 tiny ones.

      Ruby cleaned boxes.

      Silkworm secrets, Bobby angry. Didn’t clean boxes, Ruby had to do it.

      Bobby ran home.

      Lewis dug new rose garden and then visited Mrs Walton upstairs in her house.

      Ruby going to look for Bobby.
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      Peering through the treehouse window, Ruby looked down into Bobby’s yard hoping to see him returning. He would need to say sorry and tell her what was wrong. Why was he so cranky? She knew she would forgive him; he was, after all, her best friend.

      But Bobby’s yard was empty. A couple of hens clucked loudly as they strutted freely around the dusty backyard, and a loose piece of tin on the chook house flapped in the breeze, creaking occasionally. Further down the yard was another shed that had been renovated and turned into a granny flat. Bobby’s uncle Mike, his dad’s younger brother, often stayed in the newly transformed shed for a couple of weeks while he had a break from work.

      Ruby had seen him going back and forth from his car to the shed, carting in his suitcases and bags. Uncle Mike, as he liked everyone to call him, strutted around town in his swanky city suits like he owned the whole place. He dipped his hat to everyone he passed, and had a way about him that all the ladies seemed to like.

      ‘He’s very posh and well spoken,’ Ruby’s mum said after she first encountered him sitting behind the counter at the butcher’s. ‘Such a gentleman, and look how well he’s done for himself. He’s supposed to be very rich.’

      ‘Bobby doesn’t like him, but don’t say that to anyone.’ Too late, Ruby realised she had just released a silkworm secret. Luckily, her mum was so busy praising Mike Carlon and fluffing her hair in readiness to go out and buy meat that she hadn’t heard what Ruby said.

      Bobby cringed when Ruby repeated what her mum had said. ‘Honestly, Ruby Rose, he’s really horrible. Don’t ever talk to him. If you see him, go the other way.’

      ‘He can’t be that bad. Why don’t you like him?’

      Bobby was cranky with her that day as well. She hated it when he said things without finishing them, making her feel like she was only getting half the story.

      ‘It doesn’t matter why,’ he said. ‘Just for once, listen to me. Like I said, don’t go near him. I hate him.’

      Maybe Bobby needs to hear what Dad talks about a lot, Ruby thought. ‘Tolerance is what people need,’ her dad always told her. ‘Everyone’s different; you’re not always going to like everything about a person, and it’d be boring if we were all the same.’

      Recently she had tried to discuss this with Bobby, figuring that he needed some helpful advice. ‘You need to be positive about people, Bobby, not always so grumpy. He’s your uncle. Besides, he brought you all presents, you told me.’

      ‘I threw mine in the bin.’

      ‘You threw the Meccano set in the bin?’ She was horrified, ‘I can’t believe you did that. Why didn’t you give it to me if you didn’t want it?’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      ‘Why not? What’s the matter with you? We always talk about everything. Why don’t you like him? Mum said he even helped old Mrs Corrigan up the road bring the cows in the other day. She says he’s a really kind man.’

      Looking back now, Ruby remembered that Bobby had walked out on her that day as well. Boys, she thought. As soon as you ask them too many questions they just walk away. Well, she’d had enough of that. She was going over to tell him off, to tell him that he couldn’t start saying something and not finish it just because she was younger than him.

      She made her way down the winding ladder steps, jumping past the last few, her toughened feet quickly finding their way along the narrow dirt path that ran through the thick undergrowth. It was lovely and cool as usual, her feet familiar with every tree root as she skipped lightly across the dampened ground, moist from the covering of fallen mulberries that squished between her toes when she trampled on them.

      When she got closer to the fence she wondered what Bobby’s response would be when she appeared at his house.

      It had always been like this, ever since they first became friends. He never wanted her to come to his house. Once on his birthday years ago, they had sat outside on his veranda while he opened the present she had given him. When he had fallen sick with the measles, even though he had caught them from her, she had only been allowed to sit outside his bedroom window to talk. But she had only been there for a little while before he asked her to go home.

      It was an unspoken rule now, and had been for years. He would come to her house, he would play all day in her yard, they would spend hours in the treehouse, but she was not to come to his house.

      ‘Why not?’ she had asked him several times over the years.

      The conversations were always the same.

      ‘Dad hates people coming over. I’m just not allowed.’

      ‘What about your sister? Doesn’t Theresa have girlfriends over?’

      ‘She’s not allowed either.’

      ‘Is that why your mum doesn’t have friends? That’s stupid. How come your mum is never outside? She only ever comes out to hang the washing. Doesn’t she like being in the yard?’

      ‘She gets sick a lot.’

      ‘What with?’

      ‘I don’t know, she just gets sick. That’s why it’s my job to look after Sally during dinner and at night.’

      ‘Why don’t you bring Sally over? She’s not much younger than me. She could be part of the club.’

      ‘No way, Mum doesn’t like her going outside. She wants her inside. Ruby Rose, I’ve told you all this before. Sally’s not normal. My parents don’t want people seeing her.’

      ‘I bet your sisters love your dad. Dads love their daughters, my mum says. She sometimes reckons that my dad loves me more than her and that I can twist him around my little finger.’

      Bobby didn’t say anything, letting her prattle on, forever amazed at how much she talked.

      ‘Every night Dad reads me a book. Sometimes he makes up his own stories and he’s really funny. He listens to all my stories, too, and every night he tells me he loves me. He’s the best dad in the world. Does your dad read to Sally?’

      ‘Nah.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Why do you have to know everything? He just doesn’t, okay? Not everyone has a dad like yours, or a mum who looks after them. When you get older you’ll realise that. My father’s not very nice, Ruby Rose. You only have to say one word wrong and you cop it.’

      ‘What about Theresa?’

      ‘He says she belongs in the house, and that she has to learn to cook and clean so she can help Mum. Theresa wants to be a nurse, but Dad says she should get married and have kids, not worry about looking after sick and dying people.’

      ‘My dad says I can be whatever I want to be. He says girls these days can do the same as boys and that he wants me to have a really good job so I can look after myself.’

      One day Bobby had surprised Ruby.

      ‘Silkworm secret, Ruby Rose,’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I think Theresa’s going to run away from home and become a nurse.’

      ‘But she’s only fifteen.’

      ‘I know, but she reckons next year she’s going to go. The hospital will take you once you’re sixteen, and you can live there and get trained really good.’

      ‘But your mum and dad would be upset if that happened.’

      ‘Dad would just get cranky because Theresa does a lot that Mum should do, but Mum doesn’t do any of the work because she’s in bed most of the time.’

      The two of them were lying flat on the floor, the discussion going back and forth, with Ruby getting more confused about the way that Bobby’s family functioned, or rather didn’t function. She wanted to be friends with Sally. Sally was Bobby’s sister, after all, and Bobby was one of her favourite people in the entire world, after her dad and mum. She knew he had to help a lot looking after Sally and she wanted to help him.

      Once when she was in the spying area by herself, Ruby had watched Bobby sitting with his little sister on the back veranda, brushing her hair, cuddling and holding Sally like a baby doll, picking her up and hugging her when she cried. It was a different side
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