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For my friends who’ve faced death in ways 
that have taught me much about life.



When people we love disappear too soon, we long to see them more 
clearly. These stories and images are guesses in the dark at what might 
have been. Sometimes you have to imagine the colours.

– Dewi M, 2013.



Unexposed

How does a mother tell her child she might die soon? Ruth 
wonders as she hangs the closed sign on the door of the Lost 
River Opportunity Shop. The dusty glass door won’t shut 
properly, jammed by a new cardboard boxful of donations: 
a reel of tangled fishing line; assorted floats and sinkers; an 
unopened set of false eyelashes; an incomplete set of china 
flying ducks, the smallest one beakless, the second broken-
winged, the largest absent; a travel guide for Bali; and four 
slim empty photograph albums, their marbled vinyl covers 
grey, blue, green, white. An Oriental Wisdom 1976 Pocket 
Diary falls from an anodised aluminium flour canister. A 
few years out of date, and someone else’s appointments are 
scribbled under most of the quotations, but it sits easily in 
the palm of her hand. 

Sure need some wisdom right now. Anyway, spent time 
can’t be sold at any price, Ruth concludes, pocketing the 
diary. The travel guide? No-one’s looking. And the photo 
albums. Somewhere to store all those memories for Dewi, just in 
case the worst happens. They slide easily into her knapsack. 

A couple in a sparkling-white four-wheel-drive stare at 
her as she steps out onto the footpath and closes the door 
behind her. She’s used to this; no woman in this town 
looks more out of place than Ruth Joiner.



PART ONE

The Grey Album



Some kinds of waiting

February, 1982
(developing solution too diluted)

Dewi turns to the first page of the grey album. A black-
and-white photograph of the rock-pool below the cliff, 
the only one Ruth’s put into the albums so far.

‘1982,’ reads Dewi. ‘So this photo’s about eleven years 
old, like me. Is it one of his?’ 

‘Yes. He shot it about ten months before you were born.’
‘Why didn’t you do something to stop him from going?’ 

Her small fingerprints already mark its edges.
‘I didn’t know him well enough.’ The waves arriving 

and departing from the shoreline. He wasn’t mine.
‘But he was my father. You should’ve done something.’ 
‘He told me he was going just for a while. I thought 

he’d be coming back soon.’ The pool in the photo mirrors 
fragments of windblown cirrus clouds in a bright sky. 
More hope than despair in those reflections.

G

Ruth’d lain awake late at night in those first weeks after 
he left, searching for clues as to where he might’ve gone, 
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listening in case he returned in the dark. She’d drift to 
sleep just before dawn, an hour or two before the alarm 
clock woke her for work. 

As she repaired and cleaned garments in the op shop, 
she left the street door wide open so she’d see him if he 
went past. She hid in her knapsack the best garments in his 
favourite colours, for when he came back. An ultramarine 
wrap falling like water, a cobalt shift.

She checked the roadside mailbox a few times a day for 
a note, a letter, any sign from him. Only a few bills for 
him, spread thinly through the weeks. She approached the 
cottage with her pulse escalating, looked for him through 
the windows as she walked down the driveway under 
the wind-tossed eucalypts. But inside, his home looked 
more abandoned every afternoon. She listened for hours 
to his only record, as if it might provide clues about him. 
Bob Dylan’s declarations of sadness seemed almost joyful 
compared to her unspeakable desolation.

In the living room, his paintings of their path through 
the dunes to the bay, the forest in shadow, the river valley 
hushed by retreating daylight. How dark they were, 
despite their colours. She marked each day since he’d gone 
with a scratch on the verandah post where she sat in the 
twilight, willing him to return. She would wait for him. 
Then she’d carry armfuls of light to him, somehow. 

G

Five weeks and he hadn’t returned. His faded, navy-blue 
dressing gown hung on the bathroom door hook where 
he’d left it. She’d put it on for comfort. Way too big for 
her; his scent of broken saplings almost too faint to smell. 
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She pulled the gown tightly around her on the verandah. 
The opalescent sea beyond the river mouth. Where did it 
end and the sky begin? All her horizons unreadable. But 
the early autumn morning was so windless she thought 
she could hear the water trickling and dripping at the base 
of the cliffs, painstakingly developing its new geography. 

G

In their short time together, David had taught her nearly 
everything she knew about Lost River and the rock it 
wound through. 

‘Water seeps through the space between granite bedrock 
and limestone along this coast. Sometimes it forms 
underground springs and streams. When these find their 
way to open air and light, like that little spring-fed pool 
in front of that cave over there, they deposit their loads 
of calcium carbonate as a film that builds around mosses, 
tree roots and other vegetation,’ he’d explained on one of 
their early evening walks. ‘See that green-grey substance 
edging the pool?’

‘That slimy stuff?’
‘It’s called tufa. If it’s allowed to grow undamaged, it 

sometimes forms those ripple-shaped growths called rim-
stone.’ She’d reached out to feel it, but he’d stopped her 
hand. 

‘Its formation is slow and delicate, and it’s easily 
damaged. If you took photos of that pool over ten years 
and compared the first photo to the last, you wouldn’t be 
able to see much change in the formation.’ 

‘What about the rock behind it?’ she’d asked, hoping for 
something she could touch. 
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‘It’s called aeolian calcarenite because it’s formed by the 
action of winds on ancient seabeds built from centuries of 
dissolved shell. Most of the caves around here are made of 
that rock. Easy to forget such hard stuff can collapse.’ 

‘Why’s this place called Lost River?’
‘Apparently there was another river that met this one 

before the white settlers came and built all their dams 
and wells. They named this place after something they 
were destroying. Sorta like the property developers are 
doing now with the new subdivision names. Wilderness 
Gardens. Blue Waters. Paradise Estate. Jack Murphy next 
door reckons the local Aboriginals believed the sound the 
wind makes in the caves along this valley is the spirit of 
that vanished river calling out to this one. Reckoned this 
river changed course hoping to find its lost mate.’

Maybe there’s still a chance that what was lost might be found 
again, she’d hoped, scratching another nick into the verandah 
post to mark the five weeks and one day since he’d left. 

G

He’d been gone for long enough for her to expect him to 
reappear any minute. Who could she talk to about him? 
Ruth had lingered at the broken wire fence when she saw 
one of the neighbours hanging out her washing. They’d 
only waved to each other some mornings after David left 
for work. Now the woman threw another yellowed sheet 
over the line, turned and approached across the bleached 
summer grass. Skin freckled densely as granite, creased 
and careworn face contradicted by her nonchalant drawl, 
she offered her tobacco-scented hand.

‘Name’s Roberta.’
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‘Ruth.’
‘Ruth, ay? Nearly as daggy as my name. Thought about 

changing mine to Rain Forest or something, like some of 
the other women around here. Couldn’t be stuffed.’

‘Don’t really like my name,’ Ruth concurred. 
A little, blonde-haired boy pointed to the two 

wattlebirds squabbling in the tallest gum tree as he ran 
towards Roberta through the creamy filaments of blossom 
drifting down. 

‘Pacman! Pacman! The birds say Pacman! P-leease Mum, 
can I getta Pacman game in town?’ 

‘I told you, we’re not buying all that capitalist crap, 
Finn!’ 

‘Aaww! I hate you!’ he yelled; a smell like rotten fruit 
wafted towards them as he drew closer. ‘I can’t hear you 
anymore!’

Roberta sniffed, wrinkled her nose. The child had 
stared at Ruth with belligerent grey eyes, one finger in 
each ear as he stepped gracefully out of his soiled red shorts. 

‘Haven’t seen David around for a few weeks, Ruth.’
‘He went away. But he should be back by now.’
‘How long’s he overdue?’
‘A week at least.’ 
‘Did he say where he was going?’
‘No.’ 
Roberta looked across towards the shed. ‘He didn’t 

take his ute. So he’s probably walked or hitched a lift 
somewhere. Or maybe he took the Greyhound up to 
the city.’ Roberta frowned. ‘He usually drives up. His 
ute’s pretty clapped out, but. Maybe he didn’t want 
to risk driving it so far. He’s probably just hanging out 
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somewhere with his brother and friends in the city. 
Reckons he doesn’t like their lifestyle, but I’ll bet he’s 
kicking up his heels with them.’ She picked Finn’s shorts 
up gingerly by the waistband. ‘He’ll get tired of it again, 
sooner or later. He’ll be back.’ 

Ruth had decided Roberta was probably right, and 
went back to waiting.

G

She’d seen him on the footpath outside the op shop only 
two days later. His dishevelled, sun-bleached halo, his 
elongated limbs. She ran to the door, her pulse accelerating. 
Called his name.

 The man turned, glanced indifferently at her, slid 
into his Kombi van. Just a city surfer down early for the 
weekend. She hid the day’s meagre takings under the pile 
of Women’s Weeklies and New Ideas, turned the sign to 
closed, and left the shop an hour early. Walked home so 
low her feet dragged in the dirt.

Approaching the cottage across the paddocks, she’d 
thought she saw him hovering by the stove. But inside, his 
traces remained in exactly the same places he’d left them 
all those weeks ago. 

G

The next morning, as Ruth hung towels on the clothesline, 
Roberta had wandered up to the rusty wire fence with 
three brown glass phials no bigger than her thumb. 

‘Rescue remedies. Homeopathic. You seemed a bit off-
colour yesterday.’ 

‘Still not feeling the best,’ Ruth agreed.
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‘Slip a drop of this under your tongue.’ Roberta un-
screwed one of the phials.

‘Actually, Roberta, my period’s overdue. Pretty sure 
I’m pregnant.’

‘Ohh. How old are you honey?’ 
‘Seventeen.’
‘Thought you were young. You wanker, David,’ she 

muttered under her breath. She patted Ruth on her 
forearm. ‘Well. At least he makes Jack look good.’ 

‘What d’you mean?’
‘Pissing off and leaving you like this. Jack sort of lost 

the plot when he lost his job, but at least he hasn’t left me. 
Not since I was pregnant with Finn, anyway. Not a totally 
unkind man, Jack. Just a bloody lazy one.’

‘David didn’t know I was pregnant.’ Ruth glanced 
downriver towards the path they’d walked that night. 
‘What job did Jack have?’

‘Park ranger. Only job that really ever suited him. 
Walking around the bush, finding lost people, checking 
the fire breaks. Giving people the benefit of his wisdom,’ 
Roberta smirked. 

‘How’d he lose his job?’
‘Boss found him watering coupla dope plants in a corner 

of the park.’ Roberta glanced at her, sidelong but fierce. 
‘Don’t jump to any conclusions.’

Ruth ran her finger along a slender dried reed on her 
side of the fence.

‘Funny. Thought these only grow in water. D’you know 
if a stream ever flowed through your block to this one?’ 

‘David’s told you about the water dispute he had with 
us last year, right?’ Roberta narrowed her eyes. ‘Accused 
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us of damming a stream some fool told him once flowed 
through this block.’ 

‘Maybe we could check with the farmer who owns 
this place.’

‘Merv Ferguson? Forget it. That old codger’s probably 
senile by now. David was probably just jealous of our 
profits,’ Roberta shrugged. ‘As for you. You’ve got 
more serious things to worry about. I’m the last person 
you’ll ever tell yer age to, Ruth honey. Watch out 
Child Welfare or the churches don’t try to get their 
hands on yer baby, y’know? I know what I’m talkin’ 
about, trust me.’ Roberta’s voice sounded forced, as if 
she was fighting to make herself heard. ‘Had my first 
baby when I was only a bit younger than you. Jack was 
only nineteen then, didn’t know what to do. Went to 
work on a prawning trawler up north before the baby 
was born. The hospital social worker persuaded me I 
couldn’t give my baby as good a life as a married couple 
could. Doped me up with sedatives and some pills to dry 
up my breast milk. Persuaded me to sign some papers. 
I never saw my baby again.’ 

‘Oh Roberta. That’s…’
‘I tried but couldn’t get her back. Even when I got 

back with Jack and married him a coupla years later.’ 
Ruth saw that the vertical lines running from either 
side of Roberta’s mouth had been deepened by grief, 
not just too much sun. ‘Another teenager I met had her 
baby in one of the church hospitals in the city a few 
years ago,’ Roberta continued. ‘Her family and the nuns 
persuaded her to sign on the dotted line. The churches 
are still pretty big on adoption. But it’s Child Welfare 
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you hafta watch most these days. I’m not only talkin’ 
bout when I was a naive young thing. I’m talkin’ here 
and now, honey. Don’t let the pregnancy hormones send 
you to sleep.’ 

‘What happened to the teenager?’
‘Think it made her a bit crazy, y’know? Met her on 

the Greyhound bus comin’ down here. She had a bit of a 
motor mouth. Reckon she talked to cover up all her pain. 
I said, “you can stay with us on the block if you like.” Felt 
sorry for her, y’know? But wondered how I’d put up with 
her talking. I like to keep pretty loose. Everyone on our 
block does. But she didn’t get off at Lost River. She stayed 
on the bus at the station in town until it turned around 
and headed back to the city. Maybe the adoption’d driven 
her mad. Lose your baby, lose yourself, I reckon. Knew 
how she felt. Seemed she didn’t know where she was 
going, just catching buses back and forth, never knowing 
where to get off.’ 

Ruth had already known from her childhood on the 
mission up north that the churches and state had taken 
away the babies of unmarried Aboriginal women, but 
Roberta’s stories had shown this could happen to other 
young women, too. What might the authorities do to the 
baby of someone like herself, not only unmarried but sort 
of foreign and sort of homeless?

G

Roberta, Jack and their neighbour Pete had knocked on 
the cottage door the next day. Pete stroked his goatee 
thoughtfully, smiled circumspectly at her, his hazel eyes 
candid. The red bandana tied over Jack’s lank, brown, 
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shoulder-length hair accentuated his dark intense gaze. He 
carried an axe, and spoke like a man looking for a sense of 
purpose, a man wanting to be liked.

‘Thought we’d do a bit of a search for Davo. Show us 
where he went on his walks?’ 

She led them along the trail she’d walked with David 
towards the beach. Approaching the round dune, the wind 
sighed in the high branches of the marri tree they’d lain 
under those two evenings just before he’d left.

 How had she and David lost their way so soon after 
that?

 Her pulse roared in her ears like a warning; a cloud of 
black cockatoos rose from the tree’s branches, cawing in 
consternation. 

‘Feeling dizzy,’ she murmured to Roberta.
‘It’s probably the anxiety and the hormones,’ Roberta 

told her, ‘pregnancy’s nauseating. I’ll walk you home.’ 

G

The men returned home late in the afternoon as strong 
winds and rain blew in from the sea, pushing the trees and 
grasses almost horizontal, whipping the river surface into 
whitecaps. 

‘We scoured the valley for five kilometres. Not a trace 
of him. Do us a favour, babe?’ Jack put his arm around 
Ruth’s shoulders. ‘Don’t tell the cops he’s gone unless you 
give us plenty of warning. I’ve got a dope crop downriver 
with some nice thick heads nearly ready to harvest. Don’t 
want the pigs sniffing that out. We’ll search for him again 
tomorrow once this cold front’s passed.’ 
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She hadn’t told Jack she’d never approach the police 
because she had things to hide, too. The horizon and sea 
bled into each other; blue, purple, grey. All the colours a 
bruise turns. 

G

Early the next morning, after a few hours of restless sleep, 
she heard the men pacing the verandah boards early the 
next morning. A thick, white fog hung over the river 
valley. Jack, wearing his red bandana again, knocked on 
the door and explained that they planned to cross the river 
and fan out around the hills on the opposite side.

‘Pete’s brought his dog along. Best hunting dog around.’ 
He lowered his voice. ‘I need you to get an item of David’s 
clothing. One with his smell still on it.’

‘He didn’t leave any dirty clothes behind. Maybe he 
knew…’ Ruth couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. 
She remembered his dressing gown, ran and grabbed it 
from her bedroom door. Pete called his dog over and held 
the gown under its nose. The dog sniffed and, almost 
immediately, turned and jumped up at her.

‘You poor girl,’ said Jack, pulling the dog back by its 
collar. ‘Your smell must be on it, too. Well. Glad yer had 
some fun with him.’ He averted his eyes as he handed the 
gown back to her.

 She retreated inside, burning with embarrassment. She 
pressed the sleeve to her face. Jack was right. Her smell 
was stronger on the gown than David’s now. 

As the two men and the dog set off, questions had cut 
insistently through the fog and her fatigue. Is Jack just 
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pretending to search for him? Is David near or far? Does he love 
me or hate me? Like the young woman on the Greyhound 
bus in Roberta’s story, she didn’t know where to go or get 
off, either. 

G

‘Given it our best shot.’ Jack had looked towards the ocean at 
the end of the second day of searching. ‘Never find his body 
if he drowned out past the reef. If he left any traces on the 
land, last night’s rain probably washed them away. Only way 
to tell if he’s around here is look for the eagles and crows 
circling. That’s how you’ll find him if he’s dead nearby.’

‘Dead?’
‘They go for the softest parts first. The eyes. The mouth.’ 

G

When Ruth had looked out the window and seen a dense 
cloud of eagles and crows gathering further along the 
valley a few days after Jack and Pete stopped searching, 
she’d rushed towards it through the bush, heedless of the 
sword-sedge scratching her shins. As she drew nearer to 
the birds, she smelled something rotting; forced herself 
to keep going. Approaching the thick black cloud of flies 
concealing the body, she dry-retched. The biggest eagle 
rose with a round white morsel in its mouth. 

Not his beautiful eyes. Please. She put her hand over her 
mouth and nose, sunk to her knees on the spiny sheoak 
needles. 

The carcass was a kangaroo’s. Most likely bowled over 
by a car on the nearby track. Too much of the face had 
been taken by the birds to make much sense of it.
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Just visible beyond the bay as she headed back, fountains 
of spray from two whales migrating north to escape the 
coming winter.

G

Ruth writes on the album page under David’s photo of 
the rim-stone pool: There is nothing resigned about some 
kinds of waiting.



Last of the light, Lost River

February, 1982
(focus set to infinity)

The newly handwritten note underneath his photo of 
the river valley reads like an echo of his voice from the 
evening they’d met. 

G

A laconic truck driver had first dropped her off in Lost 
River town that afternoon. He was returning to a timber 
mill further down the highway, and he’d played the same 
country and western tape repeatedly during the five-hour 
drive from the city freeway.

‘Don’t take yer love to town,’ he’d droned one last time 
as they crossed the timber bridge. ‘There y’ar Ruth. Lost 
River’s main street. Can’t get what ya want here, it’s not 
worth having.’ 

‘Thanks. Very much…’ She’d tumbled from the high 
cab but landed on her feet on the kerb outside the red-
brick Federation hotel, looked the other way as a few 
locals in the beer garden stared curiously at her. She 
barely recognised her reflection in the grocer’s window, 
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drained by the four-day journey from the mission up 
north. What on earth had she thought she was doing, 
going forth into the world with nothing but a pocketful 
of coins stolen from the chapel, a few scraps of donated 
clothing and untested hope? Still the child of missionaries, 
after all. 

The grocery store was closing. Just in time, she bought 
her first bottle of Fanta from a gum-chewing teenage 
girl with a mascara-smudged stare. Ruth’d only had 
over-diluted lemon cordial, for special occasions, on the 
mission. The Fanta hissed agreeably against her tongue as 
she walked down the street to a narrow dirt path winding 
through more trees than she’d ever seen in her life: some 
with twisted dark branches weeping tear-shaped leaves; 
others more upright with trunks the colours of a struck 
matchbox side branching into blue-green foliage; taller 
creamy-trunked giants tossing their crowns of gilded 
khaki high in the breeze. 

Ten minutes down the track, the undergrowth became 
so dense she couldn’t see where she was going. It smelled 
of nectar and mouldy bread. The path ended abruptly. She 
clambered over a fallen tree into a thicket of shrubbery and 
sword-sedge, and couldn’t find a way forward. Turning 
to retrace her steps, she couldn’t see the track back. The 
shadows were damper and colder than any she’d felt before; 
it would be night soon. Panic and Fanta stung her sinuses.

Then, glinting like an answer between the leaves, the 
river. She pushed through the shrubbery to a loamy foot-
trail, walked it a few miles along the bank, watching the 
rushing water cradle reflections of the sky towards pale 
limestone cliffs before widening and releasing them to the 
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sea. In the rippling mirror she glimpsed her own reflection; 
already the river carried her.

A bird call, rising and falling like a child’s swing through 
the cool air. Emerging suddenly into a clearing, she was 
startled by a man pointing a small black rectangular box 
in the palm of his hand towards the river mouth. He’d 
turned, nodded absentmindedly at her. Eyes the blue of 
distance, long, straight nose, lines on his forehead that 
didn’t quite meet in the middle. Not as young as her, but 
not all that old. Sun-streaked hair stiffened by salt into a 
dishevelled halo. He ran his hand hastily through it, as if 
not quite resigned to its unruliness. Fingers so long they 
appeared double-jointed; torso narrow and elongated. 
His skin almost the same colour as the sunlit patches of 
tannin-stained river.

‘Quite old-fashioned technology,’ he’d murmured 
finally when he saw her scrutinising the little black box 
in his hand. He glanced curiously at her face and clothes 
before looking shyly at the ground and muttering some-
thing underneath his breath. 

‘Pardon?’
‘Just reading the light.’ He held the small black box up. 
‘Oh, yeah.’ As if she knew all about it; but he must’ve 

sensed her ignorance. 
‘My camera has a built-in light meter. I just use this old 

meter when I want to get an accurate reading on some 
particular part of the picture.’ 

‘I get it.’ Though she didn’t understand at all.
‘The golden hour,’ he said, looking downstream. 
‘I like this time of the day, too,’ she said lamely, 

following his gaze to the late sun pouring like honey 
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over grass-tussocked dunes and into the river valley; 
spilling into the sea. The radiance of the world. It’d 
been there all along but he’d helped her see it, despite 
her weariness. 

‘Taking photos helps you see the light. Even better than 
religion.’ His smile, so fleeting you could miss it. 

‘Uhmm,’ she nodded, but she didn’t get the joke, quite. 
‘What are you actually taking photos of? The river? The 
dunes and trees? The ocean?’

‘All of them.’ He pointed to the little white settings on 
his lens. ‘Sometimes you have to set the focus on infinity. 
Then everything will be reasonably clear, from the closest 
things to the most distant.’ He squinted at her. ‘You’re new 
here. Where you staying?’

‘Don’t know. Just arrived an hour or two ago.’
‘Where from?’
‘A long way from here.’
‘Can’t say I know where that is.’ His shy smile again.
‘Up north.’ 
He’d looked at her face carefully, as if weighing her up 

against something. 
‘Bit late to look for a place to stay tonight. Spare room 

in my cottage. C’n stay there till you find yer feet. Won’t 
cost you anything.’ 

The remaining stolen coins too light in her pocket.
‘Uhm…’ 
‘Up to you.’ 
The sun sank behind the ridge, darkening the valley 

suddenly.
‘Actually, that’d be a big help. Thank you. Thank you 

so much.’ Almost blubbering with gratitude. This man 
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too kind to dismiss her, though she felt herself fading by 
the minute. 

‘Name’s David, anyway.’
‘Ruth.’
‘Not far to go, Ruth.’ 
He’d led the way past a rounded dune and reeds; 

climbed the riverbank to half a dozen gnarled fruit trees 
and a small vegetable garden in front of an unpainted 
weatherboard cottage, simple as a young child’s drawing of 
a house. Deep, rectangular sash windows either side of the 
front door, single-pitch tin roof, chimney. Alongside the 
orchard, two corrugated-tin outbuildings subsided under 
an ancient stone-pine’s branches; a rusty Metters windmill 
clanked and flapped in the breeze.

The narrow planks on the cottage’s front verandah rose 
and fell under their feet. He opened the four-panel wooden 
door onto a twilight smelling faintly of turpentine; led 
her past a threadbare couch and matching armchairs, their 
springs showing through patchy russet velveteen. Pushed 
open the door to the room on his right, so sparely furnished 
his voice echoed slightly in it.

‘Make yourself at home.’ 

G

White walls; dark, unpolished floorboards. A rusty iron 
bed-head over calico sheets so thin they showed the black-
striped mattress ticking underneath. A chipped chest of 
drawers, cream paint peeling from its bevelled edges to 
reveal the duck-egg blue and eau-de-nil paint of earlier 
decades, one of its ornate U-shaped brass handles missing. 
A yellowed lace tablecloth hung over the window, its 
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smells of starch and dust mingling with breeze-blown 
eucalyptus. Ruth had placed her empty Fanta bottle in her 
knapsack and hung it on the engraved iron hook on the 
back of the door, too inhibited to put her few clothes into 
the drawers. Sat on the firm mattress edge a few minutes 
to catch her breath.

When she’d entered the small kitchen, he’d looked at 
her too long without speaking. 

‘Nice house,’ she’d remarked nervously.
‘Rent it for a song from an old dairy farmer. You 

hungry?’
‘A bit.’ 
‘Feel free to take a shower while I cook. Like fish? 

Catch of the day.’ 
She nodded, though she hated canned sardines, the 

only fish she’d had on the mission. In the kitchen window 
reflections, she’d glimpsed him watching her as she’d left 
the room. 

G

The bathroom door wouldn’t close properly; she’d pushed 
her pindan-stained sandshoes and clothes against it to 
keep it shut. A sliver of starry sky in the gap between 
the window frame and tin roof; the waning moon haloed 
by vapour, unlike any moon she’d seen before. A shower 
curtain hung over the scratched enamel bathtub, its 
mildewed plastic printed with white swans, pillared white 
mansions, mauve willow trees. The water was cold and 
wind blew in through the cracks between the 
weatherboards, but she would’ve sung under that shower 
if she hadn’t felt so shy. Velvet Soap, Home Brand 
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Shampoo, unstained water. More luxury than she’d 
ever  had. 

G

A sleek tortoiseshell cat had slunk past her and yowled 
around David’s ankles as they ate the mild fish and buttery 
potatoes. 

‘Don’t mind her. Name’s Yoko Ono. Because of her 
voice and opportunism.’ Ruth smiled though she didn’t 
recognise the name, didn’t get the joke again. ‘Hitched 
a ride with me when I was taking photos miles from 
anywhere and gave birth to her kittens that night in my 
motel room.’ 

‘Really?’ She scooped the last piece of potato from her 
plate.

‘Starving, aren’t you?’ He pushed another potato 
towards her.

‘Oh no, no, no.’ She pushed it back towards him. ‘It’s 
yours.’

‘You look kinda thin. Eat it,’ he said, feigning sternness. 
She finished it in three bites, feeling she might sink 

under the weight of so much pleasure and fatigue. The 
window reflected him watching her again when he 
thought she wasn’t looking. She flinched at a sudden crack 
like a gunshot outside.

‘Just the cliffs releasing the day’s heat,’ he said. ‘They get 
direct light nearly all day in summer. You’re really tired, 
aren’t you?’ 

She smiled warily, cleared the table. 
‘Leave the dishwashing to me and the drying to the 

weather. Your bed’s already made up.’
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‘Sure?’
‘Sure. Sleep in. I leave early for grape picking.’ 
‘Thank you. For everything.’
‘That’s cool.’ His shy smile. ‘Sleep well.’ 
The spare room echoed slightly as she walked across 

its floorboards to the narrow bed, but she wasn’t fazed 
by the frugality of this house. She’d slept on harder beds; 
her missionary adoptive parents Fred and Grace Joiner 
teaching her that prayer was more comforting than money 
or other soft things. As she’d lain in David’s spare room 
looking out at the sky that first night in Lost River, she’d 
felt certain that she no longer believed in their God, but in 
the light this new man had spoken of. 

G

He’d beamed and pulled out a chair for her when she came 
into the kitchen early the next morning.

‘Sleep okay?’
‘Thank you. Only woke once. Something in the roof.’
‘The possums. Forgot to warn you. And a piece of it 

bangs a bit when the wind’s strong. Fixing that’s next on 
my list.’ He pushed a plate of toast and cup of tea towards 
her. ‘Well. Help yourself to anything.’ He glanced at his 
watch, stood abruptly. ‘Late for grape picking. Sorry about 
the tools everywhere. I’m trying to fix this place up, bit 
by bit. They don’t build them like this anymore. Make 
yourself at home. Just don’t disturb the darkroom over 
there,’ he’d warned, ‘need to keep the dust out.’

‘Sure.’ She stood at the back door chewing toast as he 
drove his rusty ute along the gravel track towards the 
road, waving at her as he swung out onto the bitumen. 
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Her forearm still felt warm where he’d patted it on his 
way out.

Had she found her first real home? Silver diamonds 
of early light shimmering on the river between the trees. 
How long had she watched it for whatever might happen 
next? 

G

When the sea breeze is strong like this, pieces of corrugated 
tin creak on the cottage rafters as they did during her 
time with him. Those unsecured roofs past and present, 
threatening to unhinge her whenever she’s off-guard.

Your father was a private man and shy, Ruth writes in 
the album underneath David’s photo of the sun retreating 
over the river the evening they’d met. He felt things deeply; 
kept them to himself. 

Her life with David, still beating inside her like 
another pulse.




