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Dedication
            For my mother,
who taught me what true beauty is,
and my father, true love.
‘Until we dance again together.’

      
      With thanks to Mark Macleod for always believing,
and Deb Westbury and Varuna Writers’ Centre,
where the poetry in this book
            was born.

      




      
      
      1

      
      Before

      
      
      
      Breathing fire

      
      It was their last visit to the beach. The day itself was nearly over and Mihali and Georgi stood back to look at their work.
         There would be no more sandcastles for a while.
      

      
      He was beautiful. Long carefully formed claws resting on the sand. Smiling as if he’d just eaten. Across his back, above the
         perfect scales, were two towers with small arched windows. A narrow bridge joined them.
      

      
      ‘What do you think, Gabi? Isn’t he perfect?’ Mihali waited for her praise.

      
      She looked up from her travel guide. ‘Something’s missing.’ She didn’t offer what it was and went on reading.

      
      The boys surveyed the dragon with a critical eye: its huge tail winding across the sand into a long pointy diamond, and eyes
         peering out onto a newly created world. Their favourite part, the scales over the nostrils, were expertly curved. They’d spent
         a long time on them.
      

      
      ‘The nostrils, Georgi! It’s the nostrils.’ It came to Mihali in a flash.

      
      ‘Of course. I should have realised.’

      
      Gabi tried to hide the smirk on her face. She passed Georgi the backpack and put her book down to watch them. He pulled out two candles and some matches. Carefully placing the candles inside the deep nostrils, he lit them.
      

      
      ‘Now he’s perfect. A dragon needs to breathe fire, don’t you think?’

      
      Nodding, Mihali stretched out his hand. He had seen Azzi walking back towards them from the road, so he knew it was time to
         leave. Gabi brushed the grains of sand off her jeans as she pulled herself up.
      

      
      Azzi joined them on the beach. ‘Very nice, Georgi.’ He walked over and patted the dragon. ‘A smiling dragon, flames and all.’

      
      Mihali butted in. ‘I helped too. The finishing touches were my idea.’

      
      ‘Gabi’s, more like. But, then, it would have been fire in the eyes.’ He ducked as her arm swung out playfully to hit him,
         then he caught hold of it and pulled her close. ‘It’s time for us to leave. She’ll be here soon.’
      

      
      It was just on dusk.

      
      Back again

      
      On her way out of the Belongil Beach house, Eleni leant against a palm tree. She was tempted to stop at the café for a Latte
         Soy Dandelion (LSD) but knew that she had to make her savings last all week. Besides, it was still hot and her legs needed
         a stretch after the long train-ride from Sydney. And she was dying to see the beach.
      

      
      She looked around her. The tropical feel pervaded everything. Heading left at the road, she took the long way to the surf.
         She loved stickybeaking into people’s homes, so different up here from her own. People barefoot in low-slung houses with floor-to-ceiling glass, their sarongs flapping as
         they headed off to pour another drink. Trees lush with oranges, pinks and reds.
      

      
      The creek was as she remembered it. Tall, spindly egrets stilt-walked among the mangroves. Was it a year since she’d sat here
         with her mum, giving points to the mullet as they jumped and dived? Argh, argh, argh, the egrets called.
      

      
      Eleni loved the house near the turn-off. It was timber, two storeys and painted cobalt blue with orange shutters. A surfboard
         on its end with a hole cut out of it was the mailbox. It was her second favourite house along this strip of beach.
      

      
      She turned left at the mustard Kombi van that was always there, overflowing with people and belongings. She thought about
         how differently people lived: this was someone’s house too. Looking around her, she was surprised by the number of places
         that were up for sale. Then something twigged and she recalled a news clip she’d watched a few months ago. The tides were
         getting bigger and eroding people’s backyards. The council insisted that the owners had known about the danger when they built
         their homes; the owners reckoned that the council should fix it. Eleni wondered who’d buy a house that the ocean had its eye
         on. Everyone knew that you shouldn’t turn your back on the sea.
      

      
      Climbing the sand dunes, she spotted the dayglo tape, warning people to keep out. The old wooden stairs that took you down
         to the shore were gone. Instead huge sandbags formed makeshift stairs to the beach. Things had changed. Nervously she looked
         left. Phew! Moonstruck was still there: her favourite, her dream house, sitting at the point with a view to forever. Huge windows so you could gaze out at the waves. Sure, there was less land separating the house
         from the ocean, but it was still there. She kept pushing up the hill, checking that her camera was still in her pocket.
      

      
      Her boots slowed her down and made her sink into the sand. Each step was an effort, her feet a bit unused to moving after
         the long trip. It was a strange feeling, having those rubbery legs learn to walk again. Step. Sink. Lift. Step. Sink. Lift.
      

      
      By the time Eleni made it onto the sandy shore, the tide was out. Pink streaked the blue sky as the sun set. She bent down
         and untied her old, tired Docs. Wiggling her toes into the sand was great. Unlike the smell. Too bad. She’d had them forever
         and they’d been through a lot. Tying the laces together, she flung the shoes over her shoulder and started up the long white
         beach. Avoiding bluebottles, she made her way down to the water’s edge.
      

      
      The water lapped over her feet and revived her. It kind of tickled, especially the white foam. She stood there looking out,
         letting the spree of bubbles wash over her feet again and again, remembering last year.
      

      
      This trip was her first away from home by herself. A holiday in Byron Bay. Well, near Byron. Six days accommodation at the beach house, kind of a big rambling backpackers with its own café—and clowning
         classes. Unbelievable! She still couldn’t quite take in the fact that she was really there.
      

      
      Be a Clown! She’d seen the course advertised last year and it had been way too expensive. But then her mum had surprised her and given
         her this trip for her birthday. All she had to do was save up for expenses. They’d always come as a family, but this time it was just her. A treat, because she was growing up, learning to balance on her own two stilts,
         so to speak. Part of her was thrilled, but most of her was nervous.
      

      
      As the sky turned mauve and the wind changed, Eleni headed back. She decided to follow the beach as far as she could before
         she had to take the road. The huge grey rocks, sharp-edged in front of Moonstruck, seemed so immovable that it was hard to
         believe the property was threatened. At least it wasn’t for sale.
      

      
      She looked at the family having their dinner out on the verandah. How lucky they were! Everyone perched on teak deckchairs,
         wet beach towels flung over the rails, drying out, ready for tomorrow’s dip in the surf. The people ate and watched the sunset,
         laughing and chatting together.
      

      
      A girl, tall and thin with short, scruffy orange hair and still wearing her red boardies, caught her staring at them and waved.
         Eleni smiled back but, embarrassed at having been caught, moved on. It was slowly getting darker and she was beginning to
         feel tired. As she strolled up the beach towards the hostel, she wondered why the girl had waved.
      

      
      It was a perfect night, cooler now with the sea breeze, and quiet. She was almost the only one on the beach and was suddenly
         surprised by a faint twinkling in the distance.
      

      
      As she walked steadily back to the beach house and got closer to the light, it turned into a wonderful dragon lying there
         on the sand, twice her size. He looked up smugly at Eleni, his smile curving to beautifully round eyes. He was gorgeous: strong
         back with two towers on it, tiny little windows and a bridge joining them.
      

      
      And he was breathing fire!

      
      Eleni walked over, laid her face down as close to the sand as she could get to him—well, she assumed it was a he. The dragon smiled at her all the time he was breathing.
      

      
      The edges of the sand sculpture were so smooth Eleni ran her hand over them to see what they felt like. Little grains dislodged
         and stuck to her skin. He wasn’t totally dry; still a little wet from his maker.
      

      
      Eleni only knew one dragon tale. ‘Well, George,’ she said, ‘guess she’d like a picture of you.’ Brushing the sand off her
         hands she snapped him. The grin on his face mirrored her own. ‘Yep, she’d like you and I do too.’
      

      
      Clowning

      
      Day 1

      
      The group hung around the corners of the room. It was a huge old warehouse in the Epi Centre. A mishmash industrial estate
         of artists, cheap cafés and the inevitable yoga space. For actors, they were strangely quiet, looking at each other sideways
         to check out the competition.
      

      
      Eleni had woken early and walked up the beach again on her way here. The dragon hadn’t succumbed to the tide even though the
         fire had gone out.
      

      
      She leant against the wall and studied the room. Although the rest of the centre seemed run-down, this place was well kept,
         with its fresh polished wooden floor. Moving her weight up and down on it, she realised it was sprung. There was a wall-mirror
         down one side and rungs that you climbed up along the other. Not much else, but it didn’t have that worn look most theatre
         spaces did.
      

      
      
      She plonked herself on the floor under the window and waited. There were only a few people so far. Some guys who stood off
         from the rest and a group of girls who obviously knew each other, a few her own age and some a bit older. The teacher was
         on the far side of the room. Toby Bentley. She’d seen him in a show last year, Highway to Forever. He was amazing, so focused on stage it was unbelievable. He had a reputation as one of Sydney’s best clowns. He travelled
         overseas and trained all the time, then came home and toured Australia to give workshops and shows. What a way to make a living!
      

      
      Toby was about thirty and had strong and supple limbs. His hair was cut short, probably a number two. He stood still in front
         of the mirror, not looking at it but past it somehow. His purple Thai fisherman pants looked cool and comfortable. Eleni was
         worried she’d be too hot in her long baggy blacks. People up here seemed to mimic their environment, the colours of their
         clothes like fish in a tropical aquarium. In Sydney the uniform was black. Up here it was pink, purple, aqua and all the other
         colours of the rainbow.
      

      
      The heat had started already and was streaming in through the long thin glass windows. She wiped her hand across her face
         and pulled out her water bottle. She hoped they’d get time off for lunch so she could go plunging into the ocean. Her walk
         the night before and on the way here this morning had given her an appetite for a swim. She shuffled aside to let the newcomers
         sit.
      

      
      ‘Hi!’ The guy looked a few years older than her. He had bare feet and no top, just a pair of long calico pants on. He was
         brown from head to toe and looked as if he’d never seen the inside of a building. ‘My name’s Azzi. When did you get in from Sydney?’
      

      
      That obvious? she thought. ‘Last night. Caught the train up. How about you? Local.’ It was a statement, not a question.
      

      
      ‘Kind of. I’m part of a performance troupe, Four Flying.’ He flapped his arms like wings and put his hands together in mock
         prayer, making her laugh. ‘We do heaps of work up here in the spring and summer. We’re kind of nomadic. People drift in and
         out, depending where they’re at.’ He raised his hand as a tiny girl walked in. As fair as he was dark with her fiery eyes
         and spiky blonde hair, she made her way over to them. Her golden harp necklace twinkled in the sunlight.
      

      
      Azzi stood and opened his arms to her. She gave him a quick squeeze and looked around to Eleni.

      
      ‘Hi, I’m Gabi.’ She offered her hand.

      
      Eleni shuffled to her feet and shook it. The room had started to fill. Someone opened a window and a breeze wafted in off
         the sea.
      

      
      ‘That’s better,’ Eleni said, pulling her already sticky trousers off her legs. ‘Hey, how are you going? I’m Eleni.’

      
      ‘Ready for some hard work?’ Gabi asked, limbering up. She stretched her arms behind her and rolled her shoulders. ‘Toby’s
         a maniac. Lets you get away with nothing, but he knows his stuff. People come from all over to work with him.’ She looked
         around the room and nodded to a few people. ‘Has Azzi introduced you?’
      

      
      Eleni shook her head. ‘No, he just got here.’ She fumbled with her camera.

      
      ‘Want me to take some photos while we work?’

      
      Eleni nodded.

      
      
      Gabi raised her eyebrows and mischievously poked Azzi in the ribs. ‘As for you, you were meant to be here ages ago. What happened
         to the I’m-getting-there-first plan?’
      

      
      He didn’t get time to answer. Gabi took a shot as Toby called the group together.

      
      ‘Let’s go, people,’ he said. ‘It’s right on nine.’

      
      The group made their way into a circle automatically. They were obviously used to this kind of stuff. Everything always started
         and ended with the group circling up. The guy was precise. When he said nine, he meant nine.
      

      
      ‘Morning. I’m Toby. Worked with some of you before. Nice to see you. Welcome to the new people. Let’s go around and share
         names. Clearly. And where you’re from, why you’re here in ten words or less. You’ve paid a lot of money to be here, and I
         intend to make sure you get your money’s worth. Azzi, you start.’
      

      
      Just as Azzi opened his mouth, the girl who had waved to Eleni yesterday from Moonstruck ran in. She flung her bag across
         the room, flipped off her pink Birkenstocks and slid into the circle.
      

      
      ‘The first and last time, Astrid,’ Toby warned. ‘Got it?’

      
      She grinned widely and winked at him. ‘No worries, Boss. Got it.’

      
      Everyone chuckled. They obviously knew each other well. Toby couldn’t help smiling as he waited for the group to settle again.

      
      One by one they introduced themselves. Taking their cue from Toby they stood straight, balanced evenly with their feet slightly
         apart.
      

      
      Azrael. Geneva. To find the magic.

      
      Georgi. Spain. For the sunshine.

      
      
      Kelly. Queensland. Trying to get into NIDA. A few groans.

      
      Francis. Cairns. Auditioning for Lecoq next year. Everyone whistled here.

      
      Benjamin. Byron. To work on clowning for our next show.

      
      Skye. Byron. Same. Obviously a couple. Matching necklaces and intentions.

      
      Eleni. Sydney, Newtown actually. Not sure what to say. The others seemed so certain of themselves. Then she remembered the
         dragon. To find the fire. A few interested raised eyebrows.
      

      
      Jill. Sydney too. Want to do more physical theatre.

      
      Tom. Ballina. Auditioning for a show soon.

      
      Gabrielle. Lucerne. To fly.

      
      Mihali. Greece. He looked straight at Eleni. It was almost as if he was there to meet her. That’s what his eyes said. Well,
         she hoped that’s what they said. He was way cute. To find the joy again.
      

      
      Astrid. Moonstruck. She smiled wistfully and said nothing else.

      
      ‘He asked for where you’re from, not what you’re like,’ joked Benjamin.

      
      Astrid didn’t think it was funny. ‘I’m from Moonstruck, you know that. It’s down the road, it looks out at the moon and we
         built it.’ She liked having an audience. She grew to fill the space as she talked. Her chin lifted defiantly. ‘There’s no
         other place I’m from or will be from. Ever,’ she said fiercely. ‘And it’s what I want to get from the course.’
      

      
      ‘Forever’s a long time.’ The words popped out of Eleni’s mouth and surprised even her.

      
      
      ‘You’re right,’ agreed Toby. ‘And that was more than ten words, Astrid. Keep it clean. Since we don’t have forever, let’s get on with it.’ Smirking, he winked at her. She nodded—he was always quick to pay back.
      

      
      ‘Square?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Nup, in the round,’ he replied. His single raised eyebrow made everyone laugh. ‘Find a space in the room and let’s learn
         to breathe!’
      

      
      The group scattered, some automatically making for the back row, while others hugged the edges.

      
      Toby stood centre front, sure of his domain. He cast his eyes over each one of them, as if they were his pride. Astrid from Moonstruck and Toby from the Jungle, thought Eleni.
      

      
      It was the last chance she had to think anything for quite a few hours.

      
      Doing it

      
      ‘Today we are playing the games of childhood,’ Toby told them. Visions of hopscotch and hide-and-seek flashed through the
         minds of the older students; memories of computer games and basketball through the rest.
      

      
      Toby squatted down, pretended to undo his trousers and mimed a small child squeezing to go to the toilet. ‘And that means
         letting go,’ he continued through clenched teeth as the others chuckled.
      

      
      It was too good an opportunity to miss. ‘Although not as much as you let go in your last float tank,’ Astrid joked.

      
      ‘Square,’ he agreed as he mimed a child with a peg on its nose toddling away from the potty.

      
      
      ‘More round—no, long and squashy really,’ she replied and took off.

      
      Toby ran behind her, caught her and flipped her over. She executed a perfect somersault and landed neatly on her feet. ‘You’ve
         been practising!’ He grinned as they strode back to the group. Her little joke was forgotten. Work mattered to him, more than
         anything. It was time for class.
      

      
      ‘Okay, now. Show’s over. Find a partner your own height and start to scratch.’ They looked at him, stunned.

      
      Azzi and Gabi moved to work together, but Astrid jumped in the way. ‘He’s my height!’

      
      Gabi just laughed and walked off. ‘And my speed, Astrid.’ The others just stood there.

      
      Toby laughed. ‘What is this? We’ve just had kindergarten? Find a partner your own height. What are you waiting for? Scratch!’

      
      Mihali sauntered up to Eleni and playfully pretended to scratch her nose.

      
      ‘Good. You all have fleas. Itchy fleas. You have them all over you. They’re covering your partner. Itchy, crawling fleas.
         So start scratching!’ Toby insisted. Mihali scratched Eleni’s nose, her cheeks, her ears, her neck. She couldn’t help smiling
         and forced down a laugh. Toby walked around, watching them. ‘Let it out, Eleni. Joy won’t kill you, but holding it in will.’
         Walking, watching. He missed nothing.
      

      
      Astrid started scratching Azzi’s chest and Gabi turned away. She was smiling. It would take more than a chest-rub to part
         them. She paired up with Jill, who was little in stature like her, and put her arm out. Jill started to scratch at her arm
         and Gabi leant over to scratch her legs. They scratched away and soon they were screeching! ‘The itch, the itch! Quick, scratch me here! No, lower! No, not there! To the left, to the right, higher! Yes, yes, yes! Scratch me!
         Scratch me!’ Legs stamping up and down with each high-pitched squeal.
      

      
      Their enthusiasm was contagious. Georgi started scratching at Benjamin. Tony decided to play and started scratching around
         Kelly, who was holding back. Suddenly the whole room was madly trying to rid itself of fleas. People extended their arms to
         their partners, scratching wholeheartedly.
      

      
      Eleni was too shy to scratch at Mihali. He was so cute. She got the giggles and shook her head. ‘Can’t, I can’t!’

      
      ‘Frreeeze.’ The voice sounded like the thunder from the storm that had caused so much damage in Byron the week before. Boom! It hit and it was pointed in Eleni’s direction. Toby stared at her. ‘He’s not a bloke, not a man, not a boy, not a human
         at all,’ he told her as if he had read her mind. ‘For now, he’s your partner. He’s neuter. Got it?’
      

      
      Eleni nodded silently, unable to speak. Not embarrassed, strangely enough; just taking it in. Not a human, not a boy; just
         her partner. She breathed in deeply, held her hand out and stared at his face. Good. She could imagine one. On his ear. Yep,
         there it was. A big fat black flea on his ear. She went for it, scratched his ear, followed the fleas up his temple, across
         his nose, to his upper lip. Stopped.
      

      
      Breathing deeply again, she forgot that he was cute and that he had stared at her before—everything but the fact that he was
         covered in fleas. Not a cute boy, not human. Neuter, neuter. Crawling with fleas. And when she forgot he was male, she scratched
         at him. Scratched and scratched.
      

      
      Finally, when they all were in the swing of it, Toby told them to form two lines. ‘Keep scratching. Don’t stop for a second.’ They had to scratch everyone on the line. Their arms, their legs, scratch their bellies and their backsides. Everyone
         had to be scratched everywhere. They had three minutes. ‘Get rid of those fleas!’
      

      
      All you could see if you were looking down at them was arms, arms and legs, playing games punctured with squeals of delight.
         Silly grown-up children, a scramble of bodies and messed-up hair. All arms and legs.
      

      
      ‘Good, about time. Now stop!’ As if someone had hit the pause button, all movement stopped. They were all breathing hard.
         Mihali fell on the floor, Azzi flopped over. Gabi sat on her haunches and waited. Beaming, Astrid winked at Eleni and tapped
         her foot.
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      He really did like economy. Why what? Eleni had been asking herself that same question for months now, about loads of things. Standing still, she waited for someone
         else to answer.
      

      
      The others seemed to be with him, though.

      
      ‘To create a reality that wasn’t there,’ Astrid ventured confidently.

      
      Again Toby smiled at her. ‘You’re a pain, but you’re good.’

      
      ‘I know!’ she replied cockily.

      
      ‘But not that good.’ He didn’t miss a beat.

      
      Astrid said nothing. It was an ongoing battle.

      
      As he paced around the room he asked each of them the same question.

      
      ‘To loosen us up,’ Gabi fired as she stretched.

      
      ‘To make us laugh,’ Mihali hoped, pulling a face.

      
      ‘To get us to be in our bodies,’ Azzi replied as he winked at Gabi.

      
      
      Everyone had an answer, an idea. But what did Eleni think? She was unsure what her answer was going to be. Just as before.

      
      And she knew he wouldn’t let her get away with it. The light streamed through the window and shone in her face. Squinting,
         she shaded her eyes, to buy time.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ he asked her again.

      
      She sighed deeply. Well, she could only make a fool of herself and it was clowning class, after all. ‘So we won’t be afraid
         to touch others,’ she ventured honestly.
      

      
      It sprang out of her mouth like a freshly scooped ice-cream off the cone and onto the smooth shop floor. Toby’s whole body
         nodded. He said nothing, just gave her the nod. And was that the corner of his mouth lifting—into a smile? Anyone could see
         that he was really a marshmallow under the shell.
      

      
      ‘Shall we dance?’ he asked.

      
      Eleni groaned. She hated dancing. And everyone expected her to be good at it because she was a wog.

      
      ‘Problem?’ Toby asked. ‘You’re having fun today, aren’t you!’ he chuckled.

      
      ‘I’ve got two left feet,’ she admitted and felt better once it was said.

      
      Astrid started to flick her nails against each other. ‘There are more of us here, you know.’ She was used to being the centre
         of attention. She walked across the room and leant against the wall, looking very bored. She knew what she was doing. It was
         an unwritten rule—never lean against a wall. Stay in the common space, never upstage. Astrid knew it but couldn’t help it.
         Toby bit his lip, knowing that to discipline her would not improve her attitude to Eleni. He didn’t want friction in the group if he could help it.
      

      
      Slowly, saying nothing, he walked the length of the room. From wall to wall. There was complete silence, Astrid’s slouch becoming
         more and more insolent. Eleni wished she could shrink and Gabi raised her eyebrows in the that-didn’t-take-long-for-her-this-time-did-it
         look. You could hear the fall of his feet after each step. Deliberate. Stalking. Stalking down the right way to cope with
         the problem, now before it became too big.
      

      
      Eleni had been right when she had seen the lion in him. He decided to let them do what lions do, and fight it out. He strode
         to the centre of the room.
      

      
      ‘We’ll dance later. Now we sing. Eleni. Astrid. Centre stage. And—’ he looked around the room. Two more. He needed two more.
         ‘Mihali. Azzi. You too. The rest, off the stage. Sit and watch.’
      

      
      The contest had begun.

      
      Eleni

      
      That first afternoon I tried to walk off down the beach by myself at lunchtime—yeah, we did the siesta thing in Australia.
         Three hours of class and two hours of lunch. But the others just came with me. It was odd walking in a group but I liked not
         being alone because everyone seemed to be quietly mulling the morning over.
      

      
      As a warm-up we’d played Fried Eggs in a team. Four of us in line, as an ensemble, pretending to be fried eggs. No movement
         allowed, only voice and facial expressions. Ever tried being a fried egg? Go on, try it now. How do you spell it, do you reckon? The sound of egg sizzling in fat? Pfpt. Plop. Szzz. Ftt. Psst. Everyone was laughing, hoping they wouldn’t be in the next team. I was kind of glad I was up there, though. It felt nice
         to make other people laugh, even if I was nervous about what was coming.
      

      
      And, sure enough, that was just the vocal warm-up. Toby banged the drum and you had to freeze, assume a neutral position and
         enter a new scenario, keep a straight face and let the last gag go.
      

      
      ‘Opera singers, you’re opera singers,’ he said. ‘All of you need work. You are trying to win the only place left in the show,
         and you need the job. You are very hungry and if you lose you will not eat for many months. One at a time. Go!’
      

      
      Mihali did a comic song, Astrid a sexy one. You could tell a lot about them just by what they chose. Azzi did one about the
         sunset—sweet and low. And that left me. I stood there silent. My eyes were suddenly wet as I remembered my mother’s voice.
         Her velvet tones, the depth and richness she never shared enough. The career she’d given up to come to a new place and had
         swapped for me. What a bargain!
      

      
      I shook my head and wouldn’t sing. Couldn’t. I started to move off the stage but Toby’s eyes nearly exploded. The comic was
         gone; just the lion remained. He held my gaze and dared me to move. ‘Let it go,’ he said. ‘Whatever’s stuck in your throat,
         let it go. Open up your mouth and let it out. It can be any sound.’
      

      
      The damned tears started running down my face and even though I wanted to run away, I didn’t dare move. Toby pointed to his
         eyes. ‘Look, look here at me. Nowhere else. Think of nothing else and look here. There is no one else in the room. There is no yesterday or this afternoon.’ His voice softened. ‘You are on the stage and there is only this
         moment—now. Hum—whatever comes to mind. Look only at me and hum.’
      

      
      I breathed and it started to pass.

      
      ‘Yes, good,’ he nodded. ‘It’s okay, Eleni. Now open your mouth.’

      
      I didn’t really know what I would hum. And finally I didn’t hum at all. I sang this song my dad had taught me when I was a
         kid. “In the alcoves of the ocean my sweetheart is asleep. I beg the waves not to wake her.” It’s a really old song and I
         didn’t even know I’d remembered it. But I sang it all the way through and no one moved or laughed or anything—even though
         it was in Greek. I wasn’t crying once I’d finished. In fact I felt like the black had lifted a bit at last.
      

      
      When I finished, Toby didn’t say anything to me. He just looked at me softly and turned to the class. ‘And who has won the
         last job in the opera company?’ he asked them.
      

      
      I was selected by a landslide—but I knew I wasn’t the best, or the funniest.

      
      ‘And why her? Why Eleni?’

      
      No one answered and so I figured they were just being kind to me because I had nearly piked out. But Toby wouldn’t let it
         go. I was learning that he was like that. Always digging for the truth.
      

      
      ‘Because she sang with her heart. She did not want to make you laugh or cry. In fact, she forgot you existed. She took the
         mask off and we believed her. And how silently grieves the face behind the mask. If there is truth in our clown, it doesn’t
         matter whether the audience laughs or cries. You believe and we believe.’
      

      
      
      I’d seen sad clowns before and funny clowns, but he seemed to be a wise one as well. Combined with this quiet wisdom, he had
         an iron will that reached into your guts and pulled them out so everyone could see. Then he rearranged them and expected you
         to go back on stage, move on and take the learning with you.
      

      
      We went straight into the next exercise and he made me work hard all morning. By the time we’d finished I was exhausted. I
         knew he had singled me out and that I wouldn’t get away with anything all week. And I hadn’t thought about my parents once
         in the past few hours.
      

      
      Walking along the beach, I felt myself smile for the first time in months. Not only on the outside. Inside too, where the
         black had lifted with the song. We scrambled up the sand dunes in search of shade. There were a few scraggly trees. Ready
         to collapse, we found a spot and lay there silently. For the second time that day I sheltered my eyes from the glare. It was
         so bright up here.
      

      
      Astrid leant over to me. ‘You were great,’ she admitted. She flashed that winning smile of hers as if all was forgiven and
         then turned her back to me. She’d obviously decided that she liked me now. The thing is, I’m not sure if I liked her.
      

      
      Lying there in the stillness of the heat I thought of my dad. I can see him here the last time, see us walking in the midday
         sun, and I hurry to pick up a pen and try to capture the feelings that float across my mind.
      

      
      Ocean

      
      The still glass of afternoon

      
      to forever

      
      drags you behind its rim

      
      
      Drops dry on my skirt

      
      the heat waters still flowers

      
      His arm across my back

      
      traces my sorrow

      
      the long cord unravelled

      
      but tied to him still

      
      Watch the families

      
      promenade

      
      teenage kids

      
      skulking apart

      
      I stop myself running to them

      
      yelling

      
      tell me

      
      who you were

      
      what you wished

      
      before me.

      
      Say your name

      
      That afternoon we had a session called “Finding Your Inner Clown”. Seriously, only in Byron! As if! I thought. Your inner clown. No prizes for guessing who was picked on. At least Astrid had cooled down, like I’d won her
         respect or something. Who knows? I was never any good at group dynamics. But I am getting better at clowning.
      

      
      Toby was talking so quickly I really had to focus if I wanted to keep up. The lunchtime sleep had slowed us down, but he seemed to have sped up. Coffee, maybe. He paced again, up and back, his thoughts tumbling out like coloured batons.
         Never much good at juggling, I tried to catch them.
      

      
      ‘We are not clowns ourselves but within each of us is a little clown and our aim is to bring it out.’

      
      Great! I thought. I feel as much like bringing up what’s inside as I do like working. Let’s go back to the beach.

      
      ‘It’s not easy, it’s hard …’

      
      Well, I thought, I know how to cope with hard!

      
      ‘We have to find our name. Our own name. First, we’ve got to centre in our bodies. Run! Come on, run to find the freedom!
         Run!’
      

      
      The group obeyed, pounding the floor, barefoot and heavy. Running. I know my name, I thought. It’s forty degrees, we’re running in this boiling room. It’s getting hotter. And smelly. I could use a drink, maybe a slice
            of ice-cold watermelon and another swim.

      
      ‘Eleni, where have you wandered off to? Bring that mind back here. Now! Stand in the middle, make eye contact with the others
         in the space. You have to stay here—or leave the stage. It’s no good to have your body on the stage and your mind somewhere
         else. Now you go first. Off you go!’
      

      
      I did what he said. Was this the same joker that I’d seen laughing on the stage last year and who’d been kidding around with
         Astrid? Now he felt like a steel rod, able to withstand any resistance—and was I resistant!
      

      
      ‘Make eye contact with someone. Yes, with Gabi. Good. Hold it, breathe together. Look at her. Gabrielle, hold her eyes, yes.
         Eleni, say your name, maintain the energy from the run, keep it. Say your first name, now your second, now run …run …saying your name over and over again in your mind … keep running … breathing … focus. Again … this time to Mihali.
         Stop, look, tell him your name. Mihali, let your eyes smile at her. Eleni, smile back. No, from inside. Think of something
         that gives you pleasure. Now smile. Yes, good. Say your name and laugh from inside. Good! Run … now, keep running … faster
         … in the centre … quickly … say who you are … run. Good… breathe.’
      

      
      Here he put a red nose on me and I wasn’t allowed to speak. I had to look at one person in the group and think, This is my name, Eleni. My clown inside me, that’s also her name. Eleni. And I had to take in from my audience and give back to them what they sent to me.
      

      
      I was running and running—around the corners of the room, up the wooden ladders along the wall, past the group, seeing them,
         stopping, breathing through my mouth, my nose blocked by the red plastic ball and the thin white elastic. I made it back to
         the centre. But I wasn’t out of breath. I was full.
      

      
      ‘Say your name. To everyone. Breathe. Look at their eyes. Breathe. Now, say it, neutrally. No attachment. Just tell them who
         you are.’
      

      
      ‘I am Eleni Cano-Katsas.’ The strength of it hit the walls and rebounded. I felt it hit me and so did the others. They stood
         and applauded, looking right at me, through me.
      

      
      ‘Keep the eye contact, Eleni Cano-Katsas. Look at each one of them and remember what it is to say your name.’

      
      I sat down, strangely able to breathe fully after it. Each one of us had to go through the same exercise of finding our name,
         before we were given our red nose. And at the end of the class we were all strangely silent as we listened to Toby’s closing
         words.
      

      
      
      ‘Once you’ve settled, you can find that little clown. It isn’t about going for the laughs. The clown lives in your belly.’
         He patted his stomach. It was washboard flat.
      

      
      Must be a skinny clown, I thought.
      

      
      Catching my eye, he did the raised eyebrow number again. How come he always sprung me?

      
      ‘In your centre, you store your name. That’s where we start from. Your name.’

      
      I had thought I knew how to say my name before this course, but maybe I didn’t really know anything at all. Now I do. I know
         one thing at least. I am Eleni Cano-Katsas. Spanish. Greek. A Speek. Australian. A clown.
      

      
      Stroll at dusk

      
      Eleni decided she wanted to find the praying woman. She had deliberately avoided focusing on her when she was down at the
         beach earlier. But now she was ready to see her. The shower had refreshed her. Sharp and stinging, it cooled down her overheated
         body. Nicely tired from a hard day, she headed down to say goodnight to Belongil and George.
      

      
      Meandering along the beach, she watched as a brahminy kite left its perch and flew overhead, its chestnut brown body strangely
         attached to a sleek white neck and face, as if God had changed her mind halfway through and used a different brush for the
         finishing touches. The contrast gave the bird its unique beauty.
      

      
      As it hovered above her its movement was effortless. Gliding with its flat broad wings over the sand dunes, it was magnificent as it rode the currents peacefully back to its roost.
      

      
      Eleni was getting hungry, but wanted to find her woman first. It wasn’t hard; all you had to do was look at the horizon. Again,
         the artist had the pink and purple palette out. Those colours never seemed to be exhausted, although some days there were
         spectacular sunsets like this, and others that, while beautiful, weren’t the layers of sweet mauve and lilac.
      

      
      Sitting away from the tide, she looked out across the ocean. Well, there wasn’t any shortage of blue. Azure and blue grey,
         deep greenish blue and turquoise, always changing. She listened to the ocean lulling itself to sleep. And then she lifted
         her eyes, knowing exactly where to find her.
      

      
      She looked across the ocean and saw again the small island she’d remembered. A rocky island that seemed to be a woman asleep
         on her back, her hands together in prayer. Her eyes closed gently, she lay under a sky blanketed with clouds. Eleni’s mother
         had pointed the woman out to her the first time they’d come here.
      

      
      Eleni had spent ages creating a haiku for her and when it was finished she learnt it by heart. Every time she came, year after
         year, she brought the woman this gift, the haiku chanted like a mantra. A gift in return for the fact that the woman was always,
         always there.
      

      
      
         Sleeping woman still

         Foaming ocean skirts her peace,

         Praying silent words.

      

      
      For some reason it soothed her. The praying woman forever asleep on a bed of waves, resting with the stars as her nightlight.

      
      
      And then a rumble. Ugh! Her stomach. Well, it had to be cheap, so fish and chips would do, or maybe noodles. As she headed
         up the beach to town, with the tide still low, she stared again at the houses, making sure to look the
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