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For my father, Evan Jones (1931–2022),
who handed down the words, the nerve
and the good roast beef





Strangled by wildflower and weed it is no longer the thing itself but the idea of the thing

SARAH HOLLAND-BATT

Nature, the goddess of all renewal, keeps altering one shape into another

OVID






PROLOGUE

When the houselights are switched off and the stage is lit. When conversation has crested and latecomers squeeze past with apologies; toffee apples crunching, parents shushing, seats creaking – the flimsy flop-down sort, shipped in for a short stay like everything else. When the clock strikes the hour. The town butcher deftly vaults onto the wooden platform, ignoring the five steps, and strides across to the microphone.

Victor Herbert is imposing, even without apron and cleaver. A tall man in his mid-thirties, clean-shaven with short black hair, oiled, and startling blue eyes; a well-worn white shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows; boots buffed bronze. He doesn’t clear his throat or shuffle to bring the room to attention – he never has. He folds his thick brown arms and stands perfectly still, looking out at the town. Horribly handsome.

They are gathered at the community hall this steamy Saturday evening in December 1956 for Seeing is Believing. The grocer’s wife, Beryl, punched 623 half-moons at the door – that’s more than half the township. Tickets were not cheap at seven shillings, but the show is a fundraiser for the Tinaroo Falls Welfare Association, and the magician has come a long way by ship (that said, so has most of the crowd, one way or another). There are muffled whispers in half-a-dozen tongues, the hiss-crack of a match; tobacco smoke, violet perfume and the mingled tang of hard labour. An earlier downpour has vaporised and hangs heavy in the air, claggy on bare skin.

At three minutes past seven, Victor gives the audience a lazy smile. ‘Ladies and gentlemen of Tinaroo. Workers. Blowflies. Kids. Cosy in here tonight, isn’t it?’

There is a chorus of assent – too right it is! – and a good many smile up at the stage, reflexively, as if the butcher is speaking straight to them. He has that special effect.

Some are surprised Victor Herbert has shown up tonight, given the string of letters in the local rag and word on the street, but he is still president of the Welfare Association, and popular with the people – none could deny it. The few who know him well are not surprised in the least: Victor was never one to retreat.

A low light, front of stage, throws the Herbert shadow back across the planks: long, lean and rippling ever so slightly, as if it were under water, pulling at a hook.

‘Over this past year,’ Victor says, ‘we’ve seen off a cyclone, put out a grass fire and poured fifty thousand tonnes of concrete.’ He pauses, allowing the magnitude of the substance to solidify. ‘And then they go and put up the price of beer at the wet canteen.’ A couple of men boo. ‘Rest assured that every last penny raised here tonight will be used in your best interests, starting with an upgrade of the swimming facility at the river bend. Let’s get ourselves a damn diving board.’

The negative space Victor builds around ‘they’ – the Commission, the men in suits who pull the strings, who run the town and withhold its riches – is filled, now, with the promise of relief. Workers extract handkerchiefs from trouser pockets to mop their brows; women convert mimeographed programs into neat paper fans. They have been seen and heard: they are justified.

‘It’s not often that we here in Tinaroo are treated to world-class entertainment,’ Victor continues. ‘Not that we don’t love your Beethoven, Beryl’ – laughter snakes through the crowd – ‘or your preaching, Reverend’ – a collective burst this time. ‘But that is what we have for you tonight: a class act. If any of you can tell me how the wizard makes the woman disappear, I will give you four legs of lamb and the ribs that held them together. God’s honour.’

A man guffaws. A woman hisses. Kids crunch. The townspeople, as a whole, lean forward a little in their seats, willing the wonder.

‘But before we let him loose …’ Victor looks down at the floor in a simulation of gathering resolve, then up again, eyes as steely as his blades. ‘I thought it fitting that we dedicate this evening – this congregation, if you will – to the late Peter Owens.’

The audience stills.

‘As you all know, Owens was involved in a serious accident eight weeks ago, at the construction site. He leaves behind a wife, a son and an infant daughter.’

Toward the middle of the hall, a curdling cry. The widow has left town with the children but it could be the Owens girl, Peter’s sister, who married a site supervisor. Yes, that would be it.

‘Peter Owens was a founding member of the Tinaroo cricket team. A fine bowler, though he couldn’t catch. “Octopus”, his teammates called him.’

The sister’s cries are at once loud and stifled as she is gently escorted from the hall.

‘He worked hard, played hard and was a friend to many.’ Victor moves closer to the microphone, as if it were a conduit to the other side. ‘Owens, you will not be forgotten. Doesn’t matter how many Jatz crackers they throw at us.’

It’s a sucker punch.

Whispers rustle like wind through casuarinas.

A no-fault finding at the Owens inquest was followed, four days later, by a community supper to celebrate yet another construction milestone. The lead engineer on the project, Ray Edwards, made a cheery speech and there was tea and coffee, lamingtons, biscuits and cheese.

Victor’s arms are at his sides now, beefy from all the hauling and hewing, large hands curled into fists as he casts his glassy blue gaze about the cavernous hall. Finding what or whomever he is seeking, he nods slowly. And somehow, in that simple gesture, he draws them together: the Italians, the Slavs, the Czechs; the Poles and the Ukrainians; the Dutch, Greeks, Serbs and Swedes; the Germans; the Albanians and Estonians; the Spaniards, the South Africans; the Kiwis, the Irish and the Brits; local boys, black and white. Breaking their backs to build this dam.

That Victor Herbert doesn’t work onsite, and was not a particular friend of Peter Owens, goes unnoticed, or is summarily dismissed. Only a scant few wonder at his motive.

The man stands. The shadow swims.

‘Missed his calling,’ a smartly dressed fellow in the fourteenth row mutters to his wife through gritted teeth. Without taking his eyes off the butcher, the lead engineer continues: ‘Should have been in the moving pictures.’

Evelyn Edwards doesn’t reply or alter her expression; she just laces her hands over her swollen belly and glances down at her watch, avoiding the brightly lit stage. She is counting down in minutes, hours, days and months. She twists to quickly scan the back row. She can just make out Joe’s small silhouette next to an empty seat – impossibly far away. She needs to tell him she is sorry. She wants to say goodbye. To implore him never to change, not one bit.

Victor resumes now without preamble, as if the aside had been a short, disturbing dream. ‘And so, friends, all the way from the stages of Europe, the dazzling maestro of magic … Eduardo Mancini. Show him a real Tinaroo welcome.’

The vigorous applause is for the butcher, who winks at the crowd before jumping from the stage to land smoothly, altogether too lightly, on the oak floorboards.

Beryl plays the opening bars of the Moonlight Sonata on a mistuned Blüthner as the clapping extends to the tiny bald man in a gold suit who is mounting the steps. The magician is followed by a blonde in a blue dress, dragging a suitcase.

‘Please. Thank you! Please. Grazie mille,’ Eduardo gushes into the microphone, misunderstanding the fervour. ‘It is, indeed, my great privilege to be here! Where, I am told, you are building the most powerful, indeed, charmed piece of infrastructure ever before conceived in your fine young country.’

Beryl closes the lid of the piano and swivels on her seat. The magician’s scalp shines. The assistant is removing something black, book-sized, from the suitcase. This object unfolds to become a pedestal stand; she removes a clear-glass carafe from the suitcase and places it on top.

The magician uncorks the carafe. ‘We will begin tonight’s show, ladies and gentlemen, by paying homage to your project of taming the wilds. I have here some water which I have collected myself from your great Barron River. For this, I require two persons to join me onstage – yes, you, sir … and you, madam, in the pink frock.’

From opposite ends of the front row, a thin man in a white felt skullcap and a tall woman with an auburn pageboy and big smile make their way up onto the stage.

Victor Herbert, meanwhile, has slid into the back row, where he joins his wife, Gwen, and three minor duplicates of himself with the same obsidian hair and blue eyes; fine lads, it is oft noted: polite, punctual and hardworking, if a little accident-prone.

Victor is whistling under his breath. He throws an arm around the neck of the youngest, Joe, and pulls him close.

‘A riddle,’ Mancini continues, ‘for the children: What is as cold as death, alive without breathing, never thirsty but always drinking …’

‘Paul Curry!’ someone yells.

‘I’ll take it,’ the foreman calls back.

‘Come in, come, look closely,’ Mancini urges his two onstage participants, ignoring the heckles. ‘Smell, touch – take a sip, if you wish.’

Mancini dabs at his sweaty scalp with a spotted handkerchief. The carafe of water is passed back and forth.

‘And now, good sir, if I may – briefly – borrow your fine gold ring?’

The Albanian fitter and turner Armend, whose wife is a black-and-white photograph pinned above his bunk, frowns as he twists the band from his finger.

‘Worry not! It will be safely returned – at least, that is the plan.’ Mancini smiles; muses, ‘Faith may be blind but seeing is believing.’

He drops the ring through the neck of the carafe; the microphone amplifies a splash.

‘Life itself begins in water, no? And each life, at its end, will return to its elements, to be remixed into another, so that it is entirely possible, you see, that some of the very same molecules that made up your grandfather now constitute –’

The pink-frocked woman onstage, Mrs Peters, gasps audibly. ‘My word!’

Armend presses his nose right up to the glass carafe, still frowning, clutching his naked ring finger.

The magician’s assistant extracts a comically large magnifying mirror from the suitcase and holds it behind the vessel for all to see. The circle of gold has transformed into a fluttering black fish!

‘And there, children, is the answer to the riddle,’ Mancini notes.

The fish pushes anxiously against the glass. It swirls like ink.

People turn to one another, talking excitedly in their native tongues. How on God’s green earth? Was it in the hanky or up his sleeve? But I never lost sight of his hands! They are delighted to be hoodwinked in an honest manner; not employed, tonight, but entertained.

So that no-one notices another sleight of hand at the opposite end of the hall, where fatherly embrace has become stranglehold: Joe, white-faced now, wide-eyed and wheezing, as Victor Herbert uses the crook of his arm to apply an unremitting pressure; murmuring instructions – intently, blankly – into his youngest son’s hair.


ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
MYFANWY
JONES

CoOolL
WATER

[ haghette





ops/images/9780733650017.jpg
LY EAMNW A
JONES

‘Most novels leave us

‘Why this novel?
with learnings, but Because we
very few refine your need empathy,
character. |left more understanding,

astute, more empathic, some magic and

hope more than
ever in our lifetimes.’
HOLLY RINGLAND

and somehow wiser
after Iread these pages.’
HILDE HINTON

cCOoO
WATER

FROM THE MILES FRANKLIN-SHORTLISTED AUTHOR OF LEAP
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