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      Friday morning. Clare finished the interview and sized up her client. Too thin, junky thin. Red eyes, more than a hint of the shakes and she couldn’t stop sniffing.

      ‘I advise you to plead guilty,’ said Clare. ‘We’ll present a plea in mitigation and ask for a bond or a community-based order. It will be better all round.’ This week she’d seen too many cases just like this one. The young woman was going to make a bad impression on the court without even opening her mouth.

      ‘Can we nick out for a smoke?’

      ‘Of course.’

      The boyfriend was already out the door, and the girl wasn’t far behind. Clare started making notes on the file, then looked up. The little boy was still sitting there. Clare walked to the door and called after the two figures retreating down the hall. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something?’

      The boy regarded her with solemn eyes, peeking from beneath cartoon-perfect lashes. An uncommonly pretty child in spite of his snotty nose and soiled, shabby clothes.

      ‘Mummy and Daddy will be back soon.’ Clare’s voice was bright and encouraging, but the boy’s expression didn’t change.

      ‘Daddy’s dead,’ he said in a small voice. His bottom lip began to quiver.

      Oh. Tiredness and guilt washed over her, along with a feeling that she couldn’t name. A vague dissatisfaction that had troubled her all week, each time she’d looked out of her narrow window to the view of the stunted coolabah tree, and beyond it, the barren car park. A missing. Or perhaps a wishing for something indefinable. Clare averted her gaze, both from the tree and the boy, and rifled through the files on the desk. What on earth was his name? It was hard to concentrate with him looking at her like that. She glanced down at the interview sheet. The mother was Taylor Brown. But that was it - no mention of the child at all.

      ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

      He didn’t answer. He just maintained that unsettling stare. It didn’t matter. How long could it take to smoke a cigarette? Clare turned back to her work, reviewing her record of the interview so far. The plea in mitigation would be simple. Taylor had a depressingly familiar tale: growing up in a series of broken homes, women’s refuges and foster care placements. She ticked all the boxes and was an addict to boot, although currently on a methadone replacement program. Clare reread the charge sheet. Theft of a bull terrier puppy. Cute, really. The rest wasn’t so cute. Around three o’clock in the morning of May the second, police had stopped and searched her vehicle on Wickham Street in the Valley.  They’d found drugs, a large sum of money and various  stolen items. The boy had been unrestrained in the front seat. Clare looked up and surprised herself by imagining him with a puppy on his lap. Would the puppy have made him laugh? Put a smile on his serious face? Had Taylor wanted to see that smile?

      Time ticked by … Her next appointment would be here soon. Clare daydreamed out the grimy window. A bird sat in her poor excuse for a tree. She’d never seen a bird there before. A currawong, big and black, with bright yellow eyes and startling white crescents on its wings.  It looked straight at her and uttered a wild, ringing cry. The call sounded disturbingly out of place in a city carpark.

      With a wrench Clare returned her attention to the boy. What was Taylor’s mobile number? The digits on the legal aid form were a series of uncertain scratches. A quick glance over the rest of the largely incomplete application, revealed her to be barely literate. Under date of birth Taylor had laboriously written her age instead — twenty. Only twenty years old. Good grief, how old could she have been when she had the kid? Clare began to key the digits into her phone, then stopped. There weren’t enough numbers.

      ‘Hey, come back here,’ said Clare, as the little boy got down from the too-big chair and went to the door. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

      The child turned to face her. Pale blue eyes. A tangled lock of golden hair fell over his forehead. Pushing it aside with a thin hand, he said, ‘Mummy,’ and tugged at the door knob.

      The phone rang. Clare automatically reached for it, then let her hand fall and hurried for the door instead. She guided him back to the chair, impulsively putting her hands around his waist and lifting him into the seat. He was light as a feather. She kneeled in front of him on the worn blue carpet. ‘What’s your name?’

      His mouth moved to shape a word, ever so slowly. ‘Jack,’ he said at last.

      The word was no more than a sigh. If her face hadn’t been so close to his, her green eyes so close to his wide blue ones, she would have missed it. Clare loved the name Jack. It was her father’s name, a father that she’d recently lost, way too early, to cancer.

      ‘Stay,’ she said, and reached once more for the phone. It stopped ringing. A knock came at the door. Thank goodness. ‘Here’s Mummy now,’ said Clare.

      But it wasn’t Taylor. It was Debbie, the legal aid centre’s one and only secretary. ‘Just letting you know, Clare, your ten-thirty’s here.’

      ‘Could you have a look outside please?’ said Clare. ‘For a young woman, tall and thin, with long brown hair.’ She nodded towards the boy. ‘His mother — and a man. They went for a cigarette.’

      Debbie retreated from the room, looking doubtful. She returned a few minutes later, shaking her head. ‘I’m sorry. No sign.’

      Clare frowned. She lifted Jack down from the chair, picked up Taylor’s file and took hold of the boy’s small hand. ‘Ask my next appointment to wait,’ she told Debbie. ‘I need to see Roderick.’

      

      Clare finished speaking and watched Roderick stroke his bush of a beard with a forefinger, deep in thought. The child pressed in against her knees, pushing her pin-striped linen skirt up her legs. His skinny warmth radiated through her black tights. Eventually Roderick held out his hand for the file and she handed it over.

      ‘Ring Child Protection and have them send somebody round to pick him up,’ he said at last. Clare nodded and tried to prise the child from her legs.

      Jack began to scream, a piercing cry that tore through the thin walls of the office.

      ‘My next client …’ she said through the noise. ‘I have to go.’ The more she tried to detach herself from the boy, the harder he yelled.

      ‘Enough.’ Roderick held up his hand. ‘He obviously wants to stay with you.’

      Clare let her hands fall from Jack’s shoulders and the screaming ended as abruptly as it had begun.

      Roderick picked up the phone. ‘Debbie, send Clare’s next one to me, and see if you can divvy up her morning slots between the rest of us.’

      Clare looked confused. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘You’re looking after the boy until a social worker comes.’

      Clare’s mouth fell open. ‘What do you expect me to do with a four-year-old kid?’

      ‘I don’t know, McDonald’s maybe?’ He fished a wallet from his pocket and plonked some money on the table. ‘Get him a Happy Meal.’

      Clare dragged herself from the room, with Jack still attached to her leg.

      Debbie watched her struggle back towards her office. ‘Adam rang,’ she said. ‘To remind you about the ballet tonight.’

      Adam’s sister was opening in the lead role of Queensland Ballet’s production of Giselle. Clare secretly didn’t like the ballet and was bored after ten minutes, but Adam loved it and tonight was apparently a very big deal.

      Debbie smiled at the little boy. ‘He’s a sweetie.’

      Clare grimaced as she finally made it to the office and slammed the door behind her.

      

      The child was sitting in the too-big chair again, watching her with those wide eyes. Every now and then he looked out the dirty window. The currawong had flown, leaving the misshapen little tree looking even sadder than usual. Clare’s arm ached from holding the phone to her ear. The department’s intake worker was apparently on the other line, trying to tee up a place for Jack. ‘Clare,’ she said at last. ‘I’ve found something. An experienced foster carer who lives in the same suburb as the boy’s mother. It’s a stroke of luck that we can keep the child within his community, don’t you think?’

      Clare bit her tongue. It hardly mattered. Taylor was transient. She’d listed her latest address as a caravan park, where she’d been for two weeks. What sort of a connection were she and Jack supposed to have with that particular community?

      ‘The carer can take him this afternoon,’ said the intake worker.

      ‘We’ll be waiting.’ Clare hung up the phone. ‘Good news, Jack. Let’s get lunch to celebrate.’

      The little boy didn’t say anything. As she took his hand he looked out the window again. She followed his gaze to the bare tree. His hand felt warmer than before, and it nestled into hers like a baby bird in a nest.

      

      The pimply-faced teenager behind the counter put a colourful cardboard box and a drink cup on the tray. They sat down at a corner booth. Jack pulled ineffectually at the tough plastic bag containing the Happy Meal toy, then handed it to Clare. She used her fingernail to poke a hole and extracted the small item inside: a fat, orange hog-like creature with tall black ears, a yellow nose and a fierce face, like it wanted to bite someone. Clare looked at the instructions. Its name was Tepig, and it was something called a Pokémon. According to the leaflet, its little ball of a tail was supposed to light up. Clare squeezed it a few times. Nothing happened.

      Jack wiped sauce from his mouth, then leaned over and took the toy from Clare’s hand. He put it on its back. Ah, there was a switch. Jack flicked it and Tepig’s tail glowed purple.

      ‘Well, what do you know?’ Clare smiled at him. ‘You’re a pretty smart kid.’

      Jack picked up a card that had fallen out along with the toy. It was some sort of trading card with a hologram of a bird on it. His eyes lit up and for the first time, he smiled. He pulled a dog-eared deck of cards from his pocket and proceeded to lay them out, side by side, on the table.

      ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ she asked.

      Each card had a picture of an odd animal on it, twelve cards in all. The new card was the only one with a sparkly hologram and Clare guessed it was special. She felt ridiculously pleased about that. Jack handed her the paper cup that minutes ago had been filled with cola. His little box of food was empty as well. The burger and chips hadn’t seemed to touch the sides going down. ‘Same again?’

      Whoever said looking after kids was hard? This was a breeze. Jack let her wipe his nose. ‘How about I have a Happy Meal too?’ she said. We’ll get more cards and toys that way.’

      Four Happy Meals later and they were both full. The table was littered with empty food wrappers, Pokémon figures and swap cards. Jack burped, then lay down on the bench seat and patted his tummy. Clare found herself copying him, stretching out on her back along the seat at right angles to his. The tops of their heads were almost touching. Jack reached backwards and touched Clare’s face, an unexpectedly tender gesture. Then he started to tickle her. Clare laughed in surprise.

      ‘Jack, no, people are looking—’ However her inhibitions were no match for Jack’s wriggling fingers. ‘Stop,’ she gasped, but it only spurred him on. Now he was giggling too – peals of musical laughter shaking his slight frame.

      ‘Clare, is that you?’

      Clare felt herself redden. Oh no … she knew that voice.

      Clare sat up to find one of her fellow solicitors regarding her with an expression halfway between curiosity and distaste. What on earth was Veronica doing at McDonald’s, of all places? The overpriced tapas bar down the road was more her style. Clare attempted to reclaim some dignity, straightening her skirt and running her fingers through her blonde bob. As she did, she noticed a pink smear on her shirt — tomato sauce.

      ‘We’re here for lunch,’ Clare said, unnecessarily. ‘Would you like to join us?’ What a dumb thing to say. Jack’s expression was one of rebuke. He was right of course; Veronica would spoil their fun. Veronica would spoil anybody’s fun.

      The woman was, as always, immaculate; clothed head-to-slender-ankle in Gucci elegance, balanced on high-heeled red Louboutins. Veronica had ambitions to be a trial lawyer. Next year she was reading  at the bar with Paul Dunbar, one of Brisbane’s top criminal barristers ‒ essentially an apprenticeship. What Clare wouldn’t do for such an opportunity. The only reason that she and Veronica were working in the same building was that Dunbar had a social justice agenda. He liked to see himself as a defender of the common man and often appeared for a reduced fee, or even pro bono, if the trial was high profile enough. Dunbar required his readers to spend twelve months as legal aid lawyers, believing that nothing blooded a future barrister better than the world of petty crime. So unlike Clare, Veronica was a reluctant champion of the underdog.

      Her mouth twisted at Clare’s offer to join them. ‘I didn’t come here for lunch.’ She spat out the last word like lunch was something loathsome, like she’d never eaten lunch in her life and didn’t intend to start now. ‘I’m here to fetch you back. You’re needed at the office.’ Veronica’s expression was faintly puzzled, as if she couldn’t understand why anybody would need Clare for anything.

      Clare wanted to say that she’d only come to McDonald’s because of Jack, but stopped herself. It might hurt the little boy’s feelings, and anyway, what did it  matter what Veronica thought?

      ‘Why didn’t you just ring me?’ asked Clare.

      ‘Ringing you really would have been so much simpler,’ agreed Veronica. ‘Since I’m absolutely swamped with extra work today. But somebody – ’ She took a phone from her bag and placed it on the table in front of Clare.  ‘Somebody forgot her mobile.’

      Clare picked up her phone. She felt about as tall as Jack.

      Veronica looked at the discarded wrappers from the four Happy Meals, at the sauce on Jack’s sleeve and finally at Clare. ‘Enjoy your … lunch,’ she said, and swept from the restaurant.

      

      As they walked back to the office, Jack volunteered his hand. It fitted so comfortably into her own. Clare gave it a pleased squeeze. For the first time she tried to imagine where he might be going. An experienced foster carer, that’s what the intake worker had said. Jack should be okay with somebody like that, shouldn’t he? Until his mother came back?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The person from the Department of Human Services was waiting for them in Clare’s office when they got back – a thin, young woman with frizzy black hair and a crooked smile. She introduced herself as Kim Maguire. ‘And this must be John,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we all sit down?’

      ‘Jack,’ Clare corrected her. ‘His name is Jack.’

      Kim pulled a thick bundle of papers from her briefcase and examined it, while Jack slipped from his chair onto Clare’s knee.

      ‘No, as I said, it’s John. Definitely John.’ Kim brandished a fat manila folder like a weapon. ‘There’s already quite a file on him.’

      ‘The kid should know his own name, don’t you think?’ said Clare. ‘And he told me his name is Jack.’

      Kim’s expression was pained. ‘That’s simply not possible, Clare. John is autistic, quite high on the spectrum.’ She paused. ‘He can’t speak.’

      This was so patently untrue that Clare found herself speechless. Kim stared at her and Jack, nodding and looking slightly sad. The silence dragged on until it became uncomfortable. Jack was looking out the window at Clare’s coolabah tree again. He seemed to like trees.  She wondered if the little boy had ever been beyond the city limits.

      ‘He can speak,’ said Clare. ‘He told me his name. He told me his father was dead. Didn’t you, Jack?’ She could feel the child’s small body stiffen, but he didn’t answer.

      ‘I have no information on file about John’s father,’ said Kim. ‘But there is a wealth of information verifying his autism. Reports from clinical psychologists, doctors, social workers, childcare staff …’ The kid had really done the rounds. As Kim recited each category of professionals, she slapped a corresponding sheaf of paper down on the desk. ‘John has been in care before. The last paediatrician to examine him said that with his level of disability, it’s unlikely that he’ll ever speak.’

      ‘And what about his mother?’ asked Clare. ‘What does Taylor Brown say about her son?’

      Kim shuffled through her pile of papers. ‘Taylor reports that John has spoken, but her caseworkers indicate that she is an unreliable witness. Perhaps she understates the extent of her son’s disability because she fears she’ll be blamed for it.’

      ‘He talked to me,’ Clare repeated.

      ‘And told you what?’ said Kim. ‘That his name is Jack, when it isn’t? You must have imagined it, Clare. Files don’t lie.’

      Clare frowned. Records were only as good as the people who kept them — and from her own observations of the overworked, under-resourced, burnt-out workers of the child protection system, the people often weren’t very good at all. A slipshod assessment or a wrong diagnosis could follow a kid around for years.

      Roderick peered briefly into the room. ‘Finished here, are we?’ he asked. ‘Ready to get back on the treadmill?’

      Clare heaved a sigh, picked up the boy, whoever he was, and placed him on the chair beside her. She tried to be more objective. Jack had to leave no matter what, so they may as well both make the best of it.

      ‘This lady is Kim,’ she said stroking Jack’s white-gold hair. Kim smiled her crooked smile. It occurred to Clare that, if she was a child, she might think Kim was a witch. ‘She’s going to take you to another nice lady, who’ll look after you until Mummy’s home.’

      The boy shook his head violently and crawled back onto Clare’s knee.

      ‘Come along, John,’ said Kim, in a cheerful voice. ‘We’re going to have a lovely time.’ The boy picked up a heavy stapler and aimed it at Kim’s head. His throw was surprisingly accurate. Kim shrieked as the stapler thudded into her temple. Her hand found the spot; blood showed on her fingers. Now the boy was screaming. He ran to the corner of the room and started to bang his head rhythmically against the wall. Bang … bang … bang. How could he do that? Surely it must hurt? When Clare tried to get close to him, he vomited up his lunch — a projectile stream that hit her skirt and dribbled down her tights.

      In a truly impressive move Kim tackled him from behind, pinning his arms and holding him too close for his kicking feet to have much impact. The boy hurled himself backwards and struck her in the belly with the rear of his skull. Kim gasped like she’d been winded, but hung on grimly.

      When Roderick rushed in, the boy was still yelling. Not crying, but yelling. Long, angry bellows, like an animal. Clare couldn’t bear to watch. She ducked from the room and headed for the bathroom. The boy’s cries reverberated through the walls. Clare pressed her palms to her ears. The row grew fainter and fainter until at last, all was quiet again. She checked herself in the mirror. What a mess. Her face was red. Her tangled blonde hair had sticky bits that refused to comb out, and there was pickle on her teeth. Clare dabbed ineffectually at the sick on her skirt with some damp toilet paper.

      When she’d cleaned herself up as best she could, she ventured out, tiptoeing down the corridor back to her office. Overturned chairs and scattered files told the story. A suspicious puddle lay on the floor near the door. She picked up the bag of Happy Meal toys, along with Jack’s special trading cards. He must have dropped them in the fight. Clare switched on Tepig. His purple light now shone pale and sad.

      Debbie came in with a mop. ‘Don’t worry. Veronica’s seeing your next customer.’ She looked around and shook her head. ‘He seemed like such a sweet boy. I wonder what happened?’ Clare began to collect the rainbow of multi-coloured paper clips dotting the carpet. Yes, what had happened? The boy had been in care before. Where? How many times? Was that when the error-filled reports were made? Clare stood up, stepped over Debbie’s broom, and went to see Roderick.

      

      Roderick was on the phone when Clare entered his office. He waved her in and she sat down to wait. ‘Still no sign, I’m afraid … I know it’s not an ideal arrangement for the child, but what do you expect us to do? Produce his mother out of thin air? Potentially she’s unfit to retain custody anyway … Of course, you’ll be the first to know … Bye.’

      ‘Well?’ asked Clare. ‘What’s the upshot?’

      ‘You know what it’s like, trying to put a kid like that with a regular foster carer.’

      Clare shifted uneasily. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I means the placement fell through.’

      ‘So, what happens to the boy?’

      ‘They’ve found him some sort of short-term emergency housing.’

      ‘He’s four years old,’ said Clare. ‘You’re not telling me he’s going into a contingency unit?’

      ‘Brighthaven.’ Roderick shrugged. ‘What can you do?’

      ‘You’re not serious?’ But she could tell by the look on his face that he was. Contingency units were used as a last resort, usually for older children with multiple behaviour problems. One of her clients had been placed in Brighthaven a few days ago. Aiden: a troubled teenager, in and out of state care all his life — guilty of sex offences against younger boys. Brighthaven was a risky place for any child, let alone a vulnerable four-year-old.

      ‘Jack did tell me his name,’ she said. ‘And Rod ‒ Aiden’s just been placed in Brighthaven.’

      Clare watched his face as he made the connection: puzzled at first, then concerned and finally, pale. She handed him his phone. ‘You call Kim and tell her to bring the boy back or I will.’

      Roderick opened his mouth as if he was about to argue, then smiled. ‘That attitude,’ he said, ‘is what makes you such a terrific advocate. You have until the end of the day to find him a new placement.’

      Clare returned to her desk and began to make calls. One call. Two calls. Three …

      

      Five o’clock. Déjà vu, all of them back in Clare’s office. Jack sat on her lap again, clutching his bag of Pokémon toys. Kim finished her phone call and wrote something down on a notepad.

      ‘Well?’ asked Clare.

      Kim looked grim. ‘There is nowhere else,’ she said. ‘He must return to Brighthaven.’

      Clare shook her head. ‘I’ll take him.’ The words startled out of her mouth. ‘For a little while,’ she said. ‘Until his mother comes back.’

      

      Kim  looked at Clare for a long time without speaking. ‘A foster care assessment takes time,’ she said at last. ‘Months.’

      ‘What about a kinship care assessment? Can you do that?’ Clare already knew Kim could. Kinship  assessments could be fast-tracked in emergencies, and only rough guidelines existed as to who a kinship carer might be. There was nothing to legally rule her out.

      Kim frowned. ‘It’s a little unorthodox, seeing as you and John aren’t related.’ Another long pause. ‘But the term kinship is a flexible concept. For the purposes of this assessment we can perhaps regard you as a person who shares a community connection with the child.’

      ‘Perfect.’ Clare could feel herself smiling and tried to arrange her face into a more professional expression. It was no use. She beamed as Jack wrapped his arms round her waist.

      Kim gave Clare a probing look. ‘Are you sure you want to do this? Jack has very complex needs. He belongs in a disability placement.’

      ‘Do you have one of those?’ asked Clare. They both knew she didn’t. ‘Just get on with it.’

      ‘I’ve seen people like you before,’ said Kim. ‘You think that if you just love a child enough, you can cure him ‒ make him normal. Love can’t cure autism.’

      ‘Who said anything about love? The kid needs a safe, temporary place to stay. You don’t have one, so I’m offering. Nothing more, nothing less.’

      ‘As long as you know what you’re getting into. It will only be until we find John somewhere else, so don’t get too attached.’

      Clare nodded and Kim finally seemed satisfied.

      ‘Okay, let’s get started. I need to be finished by six,’ Kim said. ‘We’ve got tickets to the football. The Brisbane Bears elimination final.’ Her eyes lit up at the prospect, and she began crossing questions off on the form in front of her. ‘That’s not pertinent to you … nor that … okay. How do you propose to meet the needs of such a challenging child?’

      Clare didn’t have a clue. Kim believed the boy was mute and Clare knew he wasn’t, so they didn’t even agree on what those needs were. But Clare would play the game if it meant she could take Jack home.

      ‘Suppose John shows aggression,’ said Kim. ‘What would you do?’

      Clare tried to remember what she was learning at puppy school with her new dog, Samson. ‘I’d try ignoring it. Provide no response, no talking, no eye contact. Oh, and I’d give positive reinforcement when his behaviour improved.’ Clare had almost said that she’d give Jack a dog biscuit.

      Kim looked impressed. ‘Excellent. I see you’ve done some child psychology along the way. That will be a great help.’

      Clare nodded and smiled.

      ‘What else might you try?’

      ‘Um … Redirecting. I’d distract him with a toy when he starts to get agitated and refocus him on a calming activity.’ Kim beamed, and ticked off a series of boxes. The puppy training technique for children was working like a charm.

      ‘What about discipline?’ asked Kim. ‘What are your thoughts?’

      ‘No physical discipline, obviously,’ She wracked her brains for some more canine tips. Of course, crate training. ‘Time out, perhaps?’ said Clare. ‘Or a naughty chair?’

      Kim moved on to easier questions. Stuff about the layout of her flat, and where Jack would sleep. For some reason, when asked about relationships, Clare didn’t mention Adam. Was it because they hadn’t been dating for that long? No, a year was long enough. It was more that she didn’t want Kim talking to him. Adam wouldn’t approve of her impulsive decision any more than Roderick had when she’d suggested it. ‘You know the golden rule,’ he’d said. ‘Don’t get involved. A lawyer who breaks that rule is less effective professionally, loses objectivity, can’t function. You know all this, Clare. Let it go, will you?’

      ‘I’ll let it go,’ she’d responded. ‘Just as soon as you tell me you’ve found somewhere safe for Jack.’

      As the assessment continued, Clare wasn’t entirely forthcoming about Samson either. German shepherds had a bad reputation with some people, so Samson was magically transformed into a cuddly labrador pup.

      ‘Before we proceed any further, you should see this.’ Kim handed Clare a few stapled pages titled Report by Specialist Children Services on John Brown.

      Her eyes ran down a daunting litany of behavioural problems listed by the clinical psychologist. Repeated and severe head banging, extreme tantrums, food obsessions. Clare took a deep breath. Hitting others, hitting himself, screaming, spitting, biting, bed-wetting, soiling. What on earth was she getting herself into? John has failed to develop language. He only communicates through yelling or by inflections of grunting (animal noises). His mother reports that John never cries. Given his diagnosis of mid- to high-range autism, he may never learn to talk. Perversely, this piece of misinformation cheered Clare up. Jack could definitely talk. If that part of the report was wrong, maybe the rest was too?

      An hour later and the assessment was complete. ‘You’ll need to book him in for a general health check with your doctor.’ Kim stood up. ‘And get his vaccinations up to date.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Clare. That reminded her ‒ Samson was due for his next set of shots too.

      ‘There’s funding available for child care,’ Kim continued. ‘You can arrange that yourself. Just make sure I sign off on it once it’s organised.’

      Clare hadn’t thought so far ahead. What about that crèche just around the corner from home? Jolly Juniors? No, Jolly Jumbucks. And it was right opposite Samson’s doggy day-care. She could drop them both off on her way to work. How long would those places care for Jack in one stretch, she wondered? Whole weekends, maybe? As long as they did late nights so she could still go out with Adam. He wouldn’t be able to stay at her place for now, not unless he jumped through some hoops, like submitting to a police check, and she couldn’t imagine him doing that. But perhaps, despite her misgivings, he might actually warm to the little boy? It was hard to say with Adam.

      Kim handed Clare a business card with her phone number and an after-hours contact. ‘For emergencies,’ she said. ‘There’s a spare car seat in my boot. I’ll just go get it. And I’ll give you a ring in a day or two; see how you’re getting on.’

      As Kim went to shake hands, she reached past Jack, who was still perched on Clare’s knee. The boy bit Kim on the arm. Clare could see his little teeth marks, opposing white crescents on Kim’s pink skin. Jack growled low in the back of his throat.

      ‘Good luck,’ said Kim, rubbing her arm and frowning. ‘You’ll need it. I’ll meet you outside with the car seat.’

      Clare nodded her thanks as Kim left the room. Had she lost all perspective? Lost all judgement? Was she just flattered that Jack seemed to like her and nobody else? She stroked his hair and he snuggled into her shoulder. Clare hugged him tight. What did it matter if her motivation was flawed? All that mattered was that Jack stayed safe and happy until Taylor came back. ‘Come on,’ she said, taking his hand. ‘Let’s go home.’
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      The phone rang as they were almost out the front door.

      ‘For you.’ Debbie held her hand over the receiver and whispered, ‘It’s Adam.’

      Oh no ‒ the ballet. It took Clare a second to choose a white lie. ‘Adam, sorry, my phone’s been off.’ Clare took a deep breath. ‘I’m sick, Adam … yes, a pretty high temperature … it just came on so quickly. Apologise to your sister for me, won’t you? Perhaps Heather could go instead? … Yes, I know you don’t need me to organise your social life … No, don’t come round. I want an early night.’ She could see Kim through the window, holding the car seat and looking cross. ‘Got to run.’

      Clare ended the call. She’d almost added I love you but had thought better of it. Letting Adam down like she had, then lying to him? These weren’t especially loving things to do. And anyway, they were at that awkward stage of their relationship. Clare ignored the little voice that suggested the awkward stage was lasting a long time. Adam told her that he loved her in the heat of the night, but the phrase hadn’t yet passed his lips when the sun was up. Clare had once tested the water with a lunchtime I love you and had been met with stony silence. She’d almost died of embarrassment.

      With a relieved wave to Debbie, she and Jack were out the door. Kim helped her fit the car seat and hurried off. Clare struggled to strap the wriggling boy in. He slapped her in the face. ‘Ow,’ she said. ‘Stop that.’ This was already harder than she thought it would be.

      

      A few minutes later, they were climbing the stairs to her flat. Clare unlocked the door and Jack trailed in after her. At least he’d let go of her leg. ‘Home sweet home,’ she said. ‘What do you think?’

      Jack marched into the kitchenette. He dropped his bag of toys, opened the fridge and began pulling out the contents. Bread, cheese, chocolate, carrots, half a tomato, lemons. He tipped over a milk carton. The liquid dripped onto the grey slate floor. He took a few bites from the cheese, a few bites from the chocolate and then dropped them in favour of bowling lemons along the tiles.

      ‘Jack, no.’ Clare retrieved the carton and dabbed at the white puddle with a sponge from the sink. Jack bowled a lemon at her legs. Clare caught it, put it on a high shelf and collected the others. When she tried to wrest the last piece of fruit from Jack’s grasp, he screamed and hurled it at her face. Clare dodged just in time. If her reflexes hadn’t been so swift, she would have had a black eye. It left her shaken. ‘You’ll make quite a wicket keeper one day.’

      Jack ran into the minimalist, open-plan lounge room, bounced off the treadmill in the corner, then flung himself down on the white Georgetti couch. Not so white any more, not since Samson. She groaned. Samson. She’d forgotten all about him. She’d have to ring doggy day care. Maybe Helga could drop him off?

      Clare sat down and the little boy hid his head under Samson’s old blanket. ‘Jack?’ She lifted the corner. ‘Jack?’ He peered back at her, his expression blank. Pale skin, red tired-looking eyes. She picked up the remote and turned on the television, flicking through until she found a children’s channel. Strange cartoon animals appeared out of magic balls, shooting fire and water and battling each other.

      ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Jack, look, it’s a Pokémon. It’s Tepig.’ Sure enough, an animated version of the funny orange pig was running around on the screen. Jack peeped out from under the blanket. ‘Do you want some milk?’

      He nodded.

      Clare pushed the glazed coffee table against the couch. She went into the kitchen and picked up his bag of toys before pouring a glass of milk. Skim. It was all she had in the fridge. That and Chablis. Clare took Jack  the drink and the bag of Pokémon. He  rewarded her with an uncertain smile, the first since McDonald’s. She pulled up a chair next to him. He drank down the milk, curled up and promptly fell asleep. With a great, relieved sigh, Clare pulled Samson’s blanket up to his chin. She sneaked back to the kitchen, poured herself a generous amount of wine and sat down to think. The fog of emotion was clearing, allowing a little more clarity of thought. The enormity of what she’d done was finally hitting home and it was giving her a headache.

      Her phone rang. Clare scrambled to retrieve it from her handbag before the jazzy tune woke Jack. It was Helga, director of doggy day-care, a veritable Valkyrie when it came to defending the rights of her canine charges ‒ sometimes even from their misguided owners. This was, apparently, one of those times. ‘Samson is still waiting to be collected, Clare. May I remind you that this is becoming an all too regular occurrence.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Clare.  ‘Could you perhaps keep him overnight?’

      ‘A dog is a living, breathing, emotional being, Clare. Not some object that you can keep in the cupboard until you feel like playing with him.’

      Clare’s cheeks burned. ‘Sorry. I’m not really set up for a dog.’ She regretted the remark as soon as it had passed her lips, although it was true enough. Managing a German shepherd puppy in an upmarket, second-floor apartment was difficult to say the least.

      ‘Then why did you get one?’

      ‘Samson was my father’s dog. I only took him on a month ago, when Dad died suddenly.’

      There was a long pause before Helga spoke. ‘My condolences,’ she said. ‘You should consider rehoming him.’

      ‘No!’ Clare’s raised voice caused Jack to stir in his sleep. ‘Dad loved that dog. He’d never forgive me.’

      ‘Don’t sacrifice Samson on the altar of your guilt,’ said Helga. ‘Puppies who spend too long in kennels can suffer long-term damage. Aggression, separation anxiety, depression – an inability to properly bond. Particularly with a dog as large and strong as Samson, the risk must not be overlooked.’

      ‘I’ll do better, I promise,’ said Clare. ‘But I honestly can’t come and get him tonight. Could you … could you perhaps drop him off?’

      Another long pause. ‘Will I see Samson at obedience school this week?’ asked Helga. ‘You missed last Sunday’s session.’

      That was blackmail. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course. We’ll be there.’

      ‘Very well, Clare. I’ll drop him off around seven.’

      ‘Thank you, Helga.’ Clare switched off her phone. Adam was out for the night so he wouldn’t ring. In any case, the last thing she wanted was to talk to anybody. Clare pulled a stool up to the breakfast bar, sat down and drained her wine glass. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to ward off the growing ache in her skull. It had been a very long Friday and the weekend wasn’t panning out quite like she’d planned.
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      Clare opened her eyes. It took a moment to position herself in the new day. That’s right, it was Saturday. Her tongue was furry, a sure sign she’d been drinking. But her head barely ached, which meant she hadn’t overdone it. Good. A glance at the clock. Eight o’clock already? Samson would be busting.

      Clare yawned and headed for the lounge room. She  remembered about Jack just as the stink hit her nose and the chaos came into view. Samson was in the kitchen, scoffing cornflakes and milk from her Venetian glass fruit bowl, which was on the floor. The dog acknowledged Clare’s presence with a wag of his tail.

      She rescued the bowl. Jack sat cross-legged on the tiles beside Samson, the cereal box upended above his open mouth. A shower of golden flakes rained down on them both. But that wasn’t the worst of it. In the lounge room, mounds of fluffy white stuffing spilled from the couch cushions. It looked like a fairy floss machine had spun out of control. Clare shrieked and hurried over to inspect the damage. It wasn’t just the cushions; the upholstery was ripped too, a long tear down the back. The matching drapes were wet and stained where Samson had lifted his leg. Her bare foot squelched in something soft and warm. ‘Eeew.’

      Clare held her breath and changed direction, hopping for the bathroom. She sat on the edge of the tub, extended her smeared foot and turned on the tap as hot as she could bear it. The water turned brown and swirled down the plughole.

      Her couch. Her beautiful, insanely expensive couch. It had been Adam’s idea to buy an imported Italian sofa. It had cost almost as much as her car, and now it was ruined.

      

      Samson had been an instant hit with Jack, and vice versa. Last night, before Helga even handed him over, the dog zeroed in on the sleeping child. Helga had followed the direction of his gaze, seeing the lump on the couch beneath Samson’s blanket. Jack’s head was just visible. ‘A child?’ Clare nodded. ‘Children under twelve should not be left alone with dogs,’ said Helga. ‘You can never completely trust them.’

      ‘But Samson is so friendly,’ said Clare. ‘I can’t imagine him hurting anybody.’

      ‘I meant the children,’ said Helga. ‘It’s the children you can’t trust.’

      ‘I’ll supervise Jack very closely,’ promised Clare.

      Helga cast one last, disapproving glance at Jack, gave Samson a consoling pat, then left them to it. But despite Clare’s best efforts, it wasn’t long before Samson jumped on top of the little boy. Jack woke up yelling. Clare dived for the dog’s collar and tried to drag him off. Samson ignored her, didn’t even seem to notice her tugging. He thoroughly licked Jack’s face, tail thrashing with excitement. The little boy stopped yelling and threw his arms around the dog’s thick ruff. Then he’d laughed – that pealing, musical laughter that had so surprised and delighted Clare at McDonald’s.

      The same laughter that she could hear now.

      Clare turned off the tap, swung her legs out of the tub and returned to the lounge room, where Jack and Samson were playing tug-of-war with a tea towel. ‘Samson.’ The dog dropped the tea towel and bounced over to her.

      She called him into the kitchen, encouraging him to lick the cornflakes and pools of milk off the floor. Clare picked up the empty cereal box. How would she tell Adam about the couch? He loved that couch, went on and on about its superb quality, its elegant craftsmanship. He waxed lyrical about Italian design, how it was unmistakable, but impossible to define. Its flair, its innovation, its beauty of line and function. You’d think it was his couch.

      When she turned round to put the box in the bin, there was Jack on hands and knees beside Samson, licking the floor too. ‘Oh, Jack, no.’ She swept him up, and he wrapped his arms around her neck and grinned. Such a sweet smile for such a naughty boy. It was hard to stay mad at him.

      Clare ran a bath, undressed Jack and wrinkled her nose. His little trousers were stiff with grime, underpants caked with faeces, jumper and T-shirt frayed at the seams. She half-expected to see bruises on his skinny body, signs of physical abuse. But apart from a few normal bumps and scratches, she found nothing. Thank goodness for that. She tipped some shampoo under the running tap to make bubbles ‒ just like Grandma used to do for her. Jack tried to climb in. ‘Wait.’ Clare turned off the taps and watched him laugh and splash, catching great handfuls of suds and tossing them into the air. What a sweet kid. Taylor must be missing him terribly.

      Clare gathered his discarded clothes, threw them into the washing machine and brewed herself a coffee. There was so much to do before Monday. Arrange child care. Buy Jack clothes, and a camp bed or something for the spare room. And she’d promised Helga she’d show up to dog training on Sunday morning.

      The bell rang. Oh no, not Adam. Clare bundled Samson into the living room. ‘Sit, Samson. Stay,’ she said, without much hope. It wasn’t the first time she’d regretted the absence of doors in her airy open-plan apartment. But to her surprise the dog cocked his head as if he was considering her request, then sank to his haunches. Clare whispered a quiet thank you, took a deep, steadying breath and answered the door.

      A sigh of relief ‒ it was Debbie. ‘I’ve finished typing up that transcript.’ She thrust a manila folder at Clare. ‘Thought you might need it over the weekend.’ A flimsy excuse for  snooping. She peered past Clare into the apartment. ‘How are you getting on?’ Clare wasn’t quick enough and Debbie was in before she knew it. ‘What’s that pong?’ Debbie’s eyes widened when she saw the kitchen, widened more when she saw  the lounge room and its clouds of stuffing. ‘It looks like world war three. Did that little boy do all this?’

      No, thought Clare. He had some help.

      ‘Where is he?’ asked Debbie.

      ‘In the bath,’ said Clare, but she was more interested in where Samson was. She couldn’t see him.

      Debbie explored further, peering first into the bedroom, then into the bathroom. She disappeared through the door. ‘Is your dog supposed to be in here?’

      Clare followed her. Samson and Jack were sitting together in the bathtub. Jack was emptying a bottle of shampoo onto the dog’s back. A second empty bottle lay discarded on the floor, which was being swamped from foam waves made by Samson’s wagging tail. Shining mountains of suds lay everywhere, casting thousands of tiny rainbows.

      ‘That’s right,’ said Clare, trying to sound matter of fact. ‘They’re sharing. I’ve always believed in being water wise.’

      

      It was afternoon before Clare finally had the flat shipshape. Kitchen spotless, bathroom mopped, carpet cleaned. Air freshener sprayed about. She’d stuffed as much filling back into the couch as she could, and binned the rest. Gaffer tape worked well to repair the ripped upholstery. Pity it didn’t come in white. The couch looked a little deflated, but you’d hardly be able to notice, from a distance.

      Jack’s clothes were washed and dried. He’d cooperated when being dressed and eaten a sandwich without incident. She’d plonked him on the couch in front of the television, but now he and Samson were wrestling again. Clare glanced around at the order she’d reimposed. They were bound to mess it up all over again, so what was the point of being too picky? The apartment seemed suddenly crowded. Nowhere near big enough for a woman and a dog and a boy.

      She called to her charges. ‘Walkies.’

      

      They headed for the park. Jack no longer hung onto Clare’s leg ‒ he hung onto Samson. And instead of pulling ahead, dragging Clare in his wake as he usually did, Samson matched the child’s pace, slowing down when he lagged, waiting patiently for Jack to grasp his collar again. There was no doubt about it — far easier to walk the pair of them together, than to walk either of them separately.

      A smiling, elderly couple came towards them. ‘What a charming picture,’ said the old lady. ‘You must be so very proud.’

      And suddenly Clare was. So very proud of Jack and Samson.

      ‘Those two make quite a team,’ said the old man with a grin, stopping to give Samson a pat. He reminded Clare of her grandfather. ‘Every child needs a best friend like that. Your son’s a lucky boy.’

      Your son. They’d mistaken Jack for her son. Well, why not? She was twenty-seven now, more than old enough to have a four-year-old child, although she didn’t feel old enough or responsible enough to be anybody’s mother. She didn’t even feel responsible enough to be a dog owner, and Helga apparently agreed with her. Clare’s thoughts turned to Jack’s real mother, Taylor. Just twenty-years-old. Where was she at this very minute? Had she eaten today? Was she thinking about her son?

      They entered the park through a shady corridor of lilly pilly trees. Usually Clare headed for the Blue Dog reserve. The park had two large, fenced off-leash areas. Blue for big dogs, and red for smaller dogs and puppies under nine months. She’d started Samson off in the Red Dog reserve. He was a puppy after all, albeit a large one. But he’d mistaken his little companions for targets in a merry game of fetch, and had insisted on chasing and retrieving the smallest ones and proudly bringing them to Clare. Unharmed, thank goodness. Clare marvelled at how gently he’d placed the little wriggling dogs at her feet. The other owners hadn’t been quite  as appreciative. She’d retreated, red-faced, and from then on joined the assortment of  labradoodles and other pooches roaming the big dog park.

      Today she made a detour. Jack had spied the playground. He released his hold on Samson’s collar and dashed off to the slides. Samson jumped and whined and dragged Clare after him. She hadn’t paid much attention to the playground before. What a great place for kids, with its rockers and tunnels, bright blue bridges and spinning poles – even a sunken pirate ship. There were children playing and laughing in the sunshine. Clare used her hand to shade her eyes, and settled down with Samson in the shade to watch, her back against a fig tree. Jack was having a lovely time, swinging and bouncing and hiding. Every now and then he turned to look at her and she waved. For once Samson sat quietly beside her, eyes trained on Jack.

      The park overlooked the picturesque Rainbow River. Clare turned to watch an elegant egret stalk among the reeds. The scene was strangely familiar. Red gums lining the river bank, shedding bark in colourful ribbons. The single, sharp alarm call of a native hen. Flotillas of ducks floating by, trailed by  fluffy ducklings. Diving grebes. A shag on a rock, wings hung out to dry.

      A tall tree stood on an island in the river. A distinctive tree. Prehistoric looking, with a domed crown, sharp, glossy leaves and giant, green pinecones the size of footballs. The sense of déjà vu grew stronger, and then it struck her. Currawong. The river bend at Currawong Creek, her grandparents’ property on the Darling Downs. How long had it been since she’d thought of it?

      Samson whimpered and rose to his feet. Clare soothed him with a few words and stroked his head absentmindedly. Memories flooded in. Endless summers. She and her brother leaving the house after one of Grandma’s giant breakfasts and not coming home till dark. Clare could almost see Ryan now, sitting on the river bank with his line in the water, waiting for a bite. She smiled. As a girl, she’d always been too squeamish for fishing. If she was ever on the spot when Ryan caught something, her torrent of tears always convinced him to let it go. She preferred catching yabbies behind the bore head and keeping them as pets. Currawong’s  dam was full of the pretty blue crayfish. She drew back the lens of her mind’s eye and a landscape appeared: the view from the old homestead across to the shining tower of the Southern Cross windmill and the dam. More of a lake, really. A shining expanse of sweet fresh water, fed by the Great Artesian Basin. A vast underground ocean, millions of years old. She’d written a story about it at school: a cross between Journey to the Centre of the Earth and Alice in Wonderland. A girl escapes from her bossy mother down a wombat hole to the shores of the Great Artesian Basin. She makes friends with the plesiosaurs that live there, grows a long neck and flippers, and she never goes home.

      Clare hadn’t been to Currawong Creek  since she was a child. It was the only permanent home she could remember, a precious constant in an ever-changing world. With Dad in the military, she and Ryan had grown up as army brats. Their childhood had been shaped by the constant loss of friendships, by never having a hometown, or any place to belong. It was hard on them and on their mother. Clare must have been about eleven years old on that final visit to Currawong. It was the same summer that Mum had left them. Afterwards Dad had discouraged all contact with her side of the family. Clare had lost both her mother and her grandparents in one cruel blow.

      She’d watched her father fight his way out from under the loneliness and grief, fight to obliterate the memories of their former life.  And Clare had respected his wishes, all this  time. The dreams of Currawong, its creeks and mountains, had slowly faded. Even when Grandma died they’d only sent flowers. That was ten years ago, and now Dad was dead as well. How was Grandad, she dared to wonder? He’d have to be at least seventy by now. Clare could still picture him, a pair of huge clydesdale horses in tow, crossing the stable yard to the cart shed.

      Those clydesdales had seemed bigger than elephants when she was a child. But they were gentle giants and she couldn’t ever remember being afraid. Not even when Ryan dared her to lead their pony, Smudge, under the belly of Rastus, Currawong’s enormous stallion. Eighteen hands

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/bk2-currawong-creek-e-book-cover.jpg
Call it intuition,
call it magic - call it love.
Something is calling
Clare home.

THE WILD AUSTRALIA STORIES 2





OEBPS/images/pilyara-press----for-title-page-logo_square_greyscale.jpg
PILYARA PRESS





