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i
Lloyd w as im pelled around th e  cliff even th ough  h e  k new  w h at 
w ould be  going on.

Th e  fat girl w as suck ing K evin off. K evin w as just standing 
th e re . H e  saw  Lloyd and push e d th e  fat girl aw ay. Sh e  got 
gracefully to h e r fe et and pick e d h e r w ay w ith  astonish ing 
spe e d over th e  jagged rock s tow ards Lloyd. H e  subdued an 
urge  to push  h e r as sh e  passe d h im . A s sh e  did sh e  sh ot h im  a 
look  w h ich  pie rce d. Th ough  h e  h ad k now n h e r, Karen, since  
k inde rgarten, h e  h ad never realise d th at sh e  h ad such  a sense  
of self. Sh e  w as no longe r fat Karen, one  of th e  Bark e rs w h o 
w e re  re spectable  and path etic, sh e  w as som eone  w h o k new  h e r 
righ ts and w h at could be  done . ‘Sh e  m ust be  grow ing up,’ 
Lloyd th ough t th en w orrie d th at sh e  w as m ore  grow n up th an 
h im . ‘You ough tn’t to let h e r do th at,’ h e  sh outed to K evin, 
‘sh e ’s …’ H e  didn’t k now  w h at. ‘Sh e ’s a fat cow .’

‘Sh ut up,’ K evin said, com ing tow ards h im , ‘som eone  w ill h ear 
you. H e r broth e r’s h e re .’

‘W h e re?’ Lloyd said, look ing around.

‘Not h e re , dick h e ad, on beach , probably.’
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‘H e ’s not,’ Lloyd said, ‘and w h at could h e  do about it? H e  
never com e s to th e  beach , h e ’s got to w ork , th e y’re  poor, th e ir 
dad’s an alcoh olic or som eth ing.’

‘Com e  on,’ K evin said and push e d Lloyd in th e  direction of th e  
beach .

Th e  push  assuaged K evin, it w as th e  usual gentle  pre ssure  
w h ich  left flutte rs of w arm th . O nce  w h en th e y w e re  h aving an 
argum ent th at w as alm ost a figh t, K evin h ad push e d h is ch e st 
and th e  flutte rs h ad spread past th e  fe el of K evin’s h ands and 
covere d h is w h ole  ch e st and h ad lasted long afte r K evin h ad 
turned and rush e d aw ay. Th e y w e re  m ate s again th e  next day. 
‘K evin’s h e re ,’ Lloyd’s m oth e r h ad called in th e  m orning. Lloyd 
listene d as sh e  w ent on, ‘H e ’ll be  playing one  of th ose  gam e s 
you boys are  w asting your live s on. If h is fath e r k new  h e ’d go 
m ad, h e ’s suppose d to m ow  th e  front law n. I can’t get e ith e r of 
th em  to do anyth ing, h is siste r’s upstairs on th e  ph one .’ Lloyd 
h ad stopped playing and w aited th en pretende d to play as 
K evin h ad com e  into th e  t v room  and said, ‘H i. I’ll h elp you 
m ow  law n if you lik e  th en w e  can h ave  a go on bik e s, if you 
lik e . I h ave  to be  back  by lunch .’

K evin w as an only ch ild. H is parents ow ned th e  bottle  sh op. 
Th e y w e re  R ussian and said to be  ve ry strict, th at th e y only 
sent K evin to Saint Augustine ’s because  th e re  w as no 
O rth odox ch urch  anyw h e re  in th e  area.

‘I’m  going to tell your parents,’ Lloyd said.

K evin stopped abruptly. H e  dug a foot into th e  sand. ‘W h y? 
You do and w e  can’t be  m ate s any m ore .’ H is voice  w as de ep 
and clear and still h ad trace s of a R ussian accent. You could 
tell h e  w asn’t an Aussie .

‘No,’ Lloyd’s m oth e r, Mrs Mooney h ad said, ‘ h e ’s too good. All 
you local k ids are  spoilt, it’s disgusting.’

‘W ell you spoilt us,’ R ene e  h ad said, ‘w e  can’t h elp it.’

‘You’d bette r h elp it or I’m  going to tell your fath e r you spent 
tw o h ours on th e  ph one  again ye ste rday.’
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R ene e  h ad rush e d from  th e  room  and th e  h ouse  ech oe d w ith  
th e  slam m ing of h e r door.

‘It’s w rong, you’re  too young to h ave  sex. Sh e ’s a slut.’

‘Is not sex,’ K evin said and look e d at h is foot burie d in th e  
sand.

Lloyd look e d in trium ph  along th e  beach . Karen Bark e r w as 
pick ing up h e r th ings and leaving th e  group. H e  saw  h e r 
w alk ing aw ay from  th em , ignoring th e  face s turned tow ards 
h e r departing figure , yelling afte r h e r.

‘Karen Bark e r left,’ Melanie  H opk ins yelled to th em  as th e y 
approach e d.

W h en th e y h ad settled anoth e r of th e  girls said, ‘W h at 
h appene d?’

‘Noth ing,’ K evin said, ‘w e  talk . Sh e  ask  m e  to sch ool dance , 
m aybe .’

‘O ooh , don’t go w ith  h e r, sh e ’s w e ird, none  of th e  girls lik e  h e r.’

‘Except th at path etic R osie  Vach etti.’

‘Th e y’re  lem ons.’

‘H e y! W h e re  are  you going m ate?’ Nobbo R olinson called.

K evin w as w alk ing aw ay. Lloyd saw  th at h is h e ad w as 
drooping.

‘W h at’s going dow n, m ate?’ Nobbo ask e d h im . ‘Th e se  ch ick s 
w e re  just getting to k now  K ev.’

‘My dad says th e y ch arge  too m uch  for th e ir w ine , h e  can get it 
ch eape r – m uch  – near w h e re  h e  w ork s.’

‘Your dad’s a dick h e ad,’ Lloyd said, ‘eve ryone ’s got to m ak e  a 
living.’

‘Mr Bark e r doe sn’t. Mum  said all th e  m oney w as h e rs and h e  
w asted it.’

Th e y look e d tow ards th e  Bark e r h ouse  w h ich  ne stled be h ind 
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som e  tre e s in isolation on th e  h e adland. Fat Karen w as m ak ing 
h e r w ay up th e  ste ep path  th at lead from  th e  Bark e r h ouse  to 
th e  beach .

‘Th e y h aven’t even got a fence .’

Th e y all stare d at th e  h ouse , silenced by re spect. Karen h ad 
vanish e d  am ongst th e  gnarled tre e s w h ich  trie d to protect it.

Lloyd turned h is attention to K evin w h o w as now  on th e  road. 
H e  felt sad and w orrie d.

‘You don’t k now  w h at you’re  talk ing about!’ h e  snarled at Kat 
Trene rry, ‘m y dad says th e y’ve  got good w ine .’

Sh e  gave  th e  oth e r girls an am use d glance  but th e y w e re  stony 
so sh e  said, ‘I didn’t m ean …  It’s just easie r for m y dad to get 
it near w h e re  h e  w ork s.’

Lloyd got up and w alk e d aw ay from  th em . Th en Nobbo w as 
be side  h im , ‘Stupid bitch e s,’ h e  said. ‘D id R osh anev screw  th e  
Bark e r bitch ?’

‘Fuck  off! No. Th at’s w rong.’

Nobbo laugh e d. ‘I bet h e  did. It’s not w rong. Don’t w orry, I 
w on’t tell Broth e r Leo.’

Th at nigh t Lloyd h ad a nigh tm are  and h is m oth e r and fath e r 
cam e  into h is room .

‘Is som eone  suck ing you off, se x?’ h e  said in h is turm oil.

H is m oth e r ush e re d h is fath e r out of th e  room . W h en sh e  
could se e  th at Lloyd w as aw ak e  and O  K sh e  left h e rself. ‘H e ’s 
just h ad too m uch  sun, H ugh . Don’t w orry h im  about it, you’ll 
just upset h im  m ore ,’ sh e  said to h e r h usband in be d.

‘Dad th ink s you got suck e d off by som e  old pe rvert, h e  nearly 
called th e  police .’ R ene e  laugh e d. ‘W h at did you say?’

‘Noth ing.’

‘W ell you m ust of because  h e  w as still going ballistic w h en h e  
w ent to w ork . H e ’s going to tak e  you to Doctor Karpinsk y to 



| Ian MacNe ill | Portraits for th e  Blind | 5  |

se e  if you’ve  still got your ch e rry or if you’ve  got VD or 
som eth ing. H ave  you?’

‘Nope .’

‘I h ate  people  w h o get VD, e rugh .’

‘I h e ard th at R ene e ,’ th e ir m oth e r called from  th e  k itch en. Sh e  
cam e  in. ‘I w ish  th e y w ouldn’t teach  you th e se  th ings, you 
can’t h andle  it. I don’t k now  w h at’s com e  over th ose  nuns.’ 
Sh e  turned to h e r son, ‘You bette r stay aw ay from  th at beach  
till you’ve  h ad a ch ance  to talk  to your fath e r. H e ’s ve ry 
w orrie d. You sh ouldn’t be  lying around in th e  sun all day in 
any case , you k now  th at, w ith  your sk in. And I’ll be  k e e ping a 
stricte r e ye  on you too, R ene e . W h o k now s w h at you k ids get 
up to, you h ave  far too m uch  fre e dom . At your age  I h ad a job. 
Th e se  h olidays are  far too long, you’d be  m uch  bette r at sch ool.’

‘I don’t learn anyth ing at th at stupid sch ool, I w ant to go to 
ballet full tim e  lik e  Ch elsea.’

‘Ch elsea … th at w as th e  nam e  of th e  pony I w on on at th e  
Sh ow , h e  w as a roan.’

‘W e  k now , Mum ,’ Lloyd said.

R ene e ’s door slam m ed.

ii
A  sym ph ony attenuated itself th rough  th e  Bark e r h ouse . A s 
sh e  m ade  h e r w ay to th e  k itch en, Karen took  a breath  and 
w onde re d if h e r h om e  sm elled bad to strange rs. Th e  sym ph ony 
strength ene d as sh e  approach e d it. H e r fath e r w as sitting w ith  
h is e ar poise d tow ards th e  old set w h ich  sat on th e  lam inex 
k itch en table. H e r fath e r sm iled at h e r and put h is finge r to h is 
lips. So sh e  w as as quiet as sh e  could be  cutting a th ick  slice  of 
bread and putting on th e  k ettle. Sh e  could se e  h e r m oth e r 
h anging out cloth e s. Th e y look e d old and path etic – h e r 
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broth e r’s sh orts, h e r slack  unde rw ear, a th readbare  sh irt, h e r 
m oth e r’s cotton frock . Several of th e  pillow  case s w e re  so th in 
th e y w e re  alm ost dry already. H e r m oth e r pick e d up th e  bask et 
and w as h e ading back . Karen h urrie d to butte r th e  bread and 
conside r w h at sh e  w ould put on it. By th e  tim e  sh e  h ad m ade  
th e  tea sh e  k new  sh e  could no longe r re sist th e  golden syrup.

‘H ow  w as th e  beach , dear?’ h e r m oth e r ask e d.

‘Sh h h ,’ h e r fath e r sussurated.

Mrs Bark e r got th e  tea cups dow n. Sh e  w atch e d h e r daugh te r 
ladle  th e  golden syrup onto th e  bread. ‘I got th at for th e  
ginge rbread m en.’ And obse rved w h ile  Karen took  bite s from  
th e  bread. ‘Your cousins love  th em . You can h elp m e  decorate  
th em , th e y’re  rath e r labour intensive .’

Th e y all drank  tea and listene d to th e  sym ph ony.

‘W h at w as it?’ Mrs Bark e r ask e d h e r h usband.

‘Sh ostak ovich . Th e  Leningrad. H e  w rote  it during th e  siege . 
Th e  Ge rm ans w ouldn’t let th em  h ave  any … Th ey w e re  
be siege d and starving and fre ezing but th e  orch e stra – a 
dim inish e d orch e stra played it. I w ould give  anyth ing to h ave  
be en th e re .’

‘A re  you sure?’

Mr Bark e r conside re d th is.

‘You’re  about to h ave  your lunch ,’ Mrs Bark e r said to Karen.

‘No,’ Mr Bark e r said.

‘W ell you sh ould be  care ful w h at you say, Karen m igh t be  
doing R ussian h istory one  day and sh e  m igh t say th at in class – 
m islead eve ryone .’

‘O h  god,’ said Karen and got up.

‘W h e re  are  you going young lady?’

‘To m y room .’
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‘Th is is synch ronicity - R ussian. I w as in th e  bottle  sh op 
getting th e  sh e rry for th e  Ch ristm as cak e  w h ich  sh ould h ave  
be en m ade  a fortnigh t ago and th at Mrs R osh anev w as in a 
state  because  sh e  couldn’t unde rstand th e  ph one  so I said to 
h e r you w ould be  inte re ste d in h elping out because  you h ave  a 
clear teleph one  m anne r – th ank s to our training – and sh e  said 
you could com e  around and sh e  w ould talk  to you th is 
afte rnoon at tw o-th irty. And th en you can h elp m e  crop th e  
ph otos – I’m  going to use  th at lovely one  I took  of th e  h ouse  
using th e  tele  lens, th e  one  w ith  th e  sun just touch ing th e  top 
of th e  ti tre e .’

D igby Bark e r loped in, began to cut a slice  of bread.

‘You w h at? I am  not. I’m  too young to w ork  in a bottle  sh op, 
you h ave  to be  e igh te en.’

‘You w ill only be  answ e ring th e  ph one  and h elping out a little. 
It’s your Ch ristian duty.’

‘No!’ Karen Bark e r began to cry because  sh e  k new  sh e  w ould 
h ave  to go.

‘Th at w as pretty good,’ h e r broth e r said to h e r, ‘I didn’t k now  
you h ad it in you – ‘you w h at?’. Th at’s good.’

‘You’re  not even a Ch ristian! First you send m e  to a Cath olic 
sch ool and th en … Tell h e r Dad. You don’t unde rstand, I can’t 
go! H e ’s in m y class.’

‘You are  going. You are  not h anging around all th e se  h olidays 
doing noth ing, you said you w e re  going to print som e  nice  
cards for m e  and instead you’re  dow n on th at beach . It w as 
alrigh t in m y day, w e  didn’t k now  about sk in cance r.’

‘O r se x,’ D igby said.

Karen look e d at h e r broth e r in h orror and rush e d from  th e  
room  as h e r fath e r said, ‘It w as th e  be st w e  could do. Th e y 
se em e d to be  offe ring a good e ducation, I didn’t se e  any nuns 
w h en I … ‘
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iii
Karen ignore d K evin as sh e  e nte re d th e  R osh anev’s liquor 
sh op. H e r m oth e r h ad m ade  h e r w ear a w h ite  blouse  and h e r 
denim  sk irt and h e r sch ool sh oe s. H e r h air w as parted on th e  
side . ‘Very sm art,’ h e r m oth e r h ad said afte r inspecting h e r, 
‘th at pink  lipstick  your aunt gave  you is just righ t, sh e  alw ays 
h ad an instinct for th e se  th ings, it just falls off m y face .’

 ‘H ello, Mrs R osah anev, m y m oth e r …’ Mrs R osh anev 
obviously h ad no idea w h at sh e  w as th e re  for.

K evin w as staring at h e r. H e  look e d appalled.  A  little  
em boldened by th is, sh e  e xplained h e r pre se nce .

‘Ye s! Ye s! Your m oth e r ve ry nice  lady. W e  se e , w e  se e  if you 
tak e  orde r on ph one .’

Th e  ph one  rang. Mrs R osh anev indicated sh e  sh ould answ e r.

Sh e  did and took  an orde r for a couple  of slabs of V B and a 
bottle  of cok e  to be  delivere d to a unit nearby.

‘Ye s,’ Mrs R osh anev said afte r exam ining h e r clearly printed 
orde r form , ‘you w ork  in m orning, K iril h elp m e  in afte rnoon. 
You k now  K iril?’

Karen look e d around for Mr R osh anev but found K evin.

K evin said som eth ing in R ussian w h ich  included ‘K evin’.

‘I k now  h im  from  sch ool,’ Karen said.

‘Your m oth e r ve ry nice , lady,’ Mrs R osh anev said a few  
m ornings late r. ‘Sh e  is intellectual?’

‘No,’ Karen replie d, ‘sh e ’s a ph otograph e r.’

‘A h  ph otograph y! Sh e  is artist.’

‘I th ink  sh e  w as but sh e ’s not any m ore . Sh e  w ork s for Mr 
Tim m ins. Sh e  doe s studio and w eddings and th ings, h e ’s 
m oved into video.’
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‘I w ant you in and look ing nice , both  of you, tom orrow  
afte rnoon. I’ve  invited th e  R osh anevs for drink s.’

‘O h  god.’

‘R eally? W h y?’

H e r h usband also look e d at Mrs Bark e r in curiosity and 
w onde r.

‘Th e y are  all alone , probably. I im agine  th e y are  re fuge e s, it’s 
our duty. Doe sn’t th e  boy go to sch ool w ith  you?’

‘W h at do you ne e d m e  for?’ D igby said.

‘You can h elp ente rtain th e  boy, if nece ssary. European 
ch ildren tend to k now  h ow  to be h ave. It’s just for a drink , you 
can sh ow  h im  your room s. Karen can sh ow  h im  h e r prints, 
you can talk  to h im  about cars if h e ’s th at sort of boy.’

‘Karen can discuss I Never Prom ised  You a R ose Gard en  w ith  
h im .’

‘You can play gam e s w ith  h im .’ Karen turned from  h e r 
broth e r’s grin at th e  possible  im plications of th is and onto h e r 
m oth e r, ‘A s if it’s not bad enough  h aving to w ork  w ith  h im , 
you h ave  to go and ask  … I can’t believe  th is. You’re  tak ing 
over m y life .’

‘Sh e  probably w ants you to m arry h im , one  le ss m outh  to fe e d. 
W h at are  th e y – Croats or som eth ing? You’ll probably lik e  
th e ir food. It’ll be  your job to k ill th e  ch ick e ns and th e  pig. Just 
get it betw e en your k ne e s and cut its th roat.’

Sh e  glared at h e r broth e r. Sh e  w as sure  h e  didn’t k now  
anyth ing but th e  th ough t th at h e  m igh t frigh tene d h e r. H ow  
could sh e  h ave  be en so m ad? W h at if h e r parents found out? 
Sh e  h ad just be en sh ow ing off in front of Melanie  H opk ins and 
Kat Trene rry. Sh e  h ad only done  th at once  be fore  and th at w as 
w ith  h e r cousin’s ne igh bour. Th e y h ad all be en playing th is 
card gam e  and th ings h ad got silly. W h at if K evin told people  
lik e  th at Lloyd Mooney w h o w ould tell h is stupid siste r and it 
w ould be  all over sch ool and th e  suburb. Sh e  dete rm ine d to 
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black m ail Kevil – ‘K evil’, th at’s w h at sh e  w ould k now  h im  as. 
Sh e  w ould ask  h e r fath e r if sh e  could transfe r to th e  state  h igh . 
But th en sh e  w ould m iss R osie . If only sh e  h ad gone  round to 
practise  th e  trio w ith  R osie  instead of going to th e  beach .

K evil stood be h ind h is parents. Mrs R osh anev w as dre sse d 
spectacularly.

‘Goodne ss,’ Mrs Bark e r said, ‘don’t you look  splendid. It’s just 
for a drink .’

Mr Bark e r stepped forw ard, introduced h im self to Mr 
R osh anev, bow ed to Mrs R osh anev and k isse d h e r h and. Th en 
spok e  R ussian.

Both  th e  R osh anevs burst into stream s.

‘Nyet,’ said Mr Bark e r, ‘I only learn from  studying Lad y 
Macbeth  of Mtsen sk .’

Th e  R osh anevs look e d puzzled.

Mr Bark e r led th em  into th e  living room .

Mrs R osh anev dism isse d th e  furniture  and began to utte r little  
h igh  pitch e d squeals at th e  view .

‘It’s bette r in th e  m orning. You m ust com e  for coffe e  next tim e . 
Please  sit dow n.’

K evil look e d pretty spectacular h im self. H is h air w as arranged 
and h e  w as w earing a very good sh irt – w h ite  w ith  re d 
squiggle s stitch e d on it. Karen noticed D igby tak ing h im  in. 
Mrs Bark e r began to push  th e  drink s tray around. ‘W ould you 
lik e  sh e rry Mrs R osh anev, I’ve  only got sw e et, I’m  afraid and 
you both  m ust be  expe rts. Trevor w ill get your h usband a be e r 
– th at’s w h at th e  m en drink  in sum m e r, and w inte r.’

‘Put th at aw ay!’ Mr Bark e r com m anded, arre sting th e  
tum ultuous room .

H e  vanish e d tow ards th e  k itch en.

‘O h  dear,’ said Mrs Bark e r, ‘I w onde r w h at h e ’s up to. Karen, 
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go and se e  w h at your fath e r is up to.’

Karen w as too frigh tene d to m ove. Sh e  stare d at th e  
R osh anevs. H e r m oth e r glared at h e r. ‘Karen love s w ork ing in 
your sh  – e stablish m ent,’ sh e  said to th e  R osh anevs, ‘it is so 
good for h e r. I th ink  ch ildren sh ould h ave  jobs, th e y don’t do 
enough  to h elp as it is. Doe s your son – ’

Mrs R osh anev h ad a little  trem or and, in th e  h igh  pitch e d 
voice  sh e  use d for ce rtain custom e rs, began to introduce  h e r 
son but Mr Bark e r reappeare d w ith  a tarnish e d silver tray on 
w h ich  sat a frosted bottle  of vodk a surrounded by frosted 
glasse s. Th e  Bark e rs stare d at th is ph enom enon w ith  m uch  
m ore  astonish m ent th an th e  R osh anevs. Th e  glasse s w e re  lik e  
little  w ine  glasse s.

‘I didn’t k now  w h eth e r you h ad lem on w ith  it and salt, so I 
brough t th at in too, th ough  I suspect not.’ H e  tw iste d th e  top 
off th e  bottle  and poure d som e  into a glass and h ande d it to 
Mrs R osh anev.

Soon everyone  h ad a glass. D igby’s w as a tum bler from  th e  
k itch en.

‘Not for th e  ch ildren, dear,’ Mrs Bark e r sugge sted. But h e r 
h usband h ad poure d th em  a tok en only.

‘Now  w h at is th e  te rm ?’

‘Bottom s up,’ Mr R osh anev said.

And th e  adults laugh e d and except for Mrs Bark e r tosse d th e ir 
drink s back . ‘O h  I sh all get paralytic but w h at th e  h ell,’ sh e  
said th en tosse d h e rs back .

Mrs R osh anev tink led a laugh  and pe rform ed a flurry of 
clapping.

H aving so im bibe d, Mrs Bark e r rose  and began to offe r th e  tiny 
sandw ich e s w h ich  w e re  h e r speciality.

Th e  R osh anevs m ade  appreciative  noise s.

K evil look e d as frozen as Karen. D igby trie d to pour h im self a 
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decent vodk a but h is m oth e r saw  and orde re d th em  into th e  
k itch en to get a soft drink . ‘Th en you can sh ow  K evin your 
print table. And you can play th e  clarinet for us, late r. Doe s 
K iril play a m usical instrum ent?’

H e  did not but h e  drew  and painted, w ent to special classe s 
eve ry Saturday.

‘My Karen is not a bad draw e r. D igby is m ore  tech nical.’

Th e  adults tosse d back  anoth e r vodk a.

Th e  ch ildren fled to th e  k itch en.

D igby poure d th em  all a cok e . ‘Good to m e et you m ate . Gotta 
go out now  and se e  a m an about a dog.’

‘W h at?’ Karen exclaim ed, ‘You can’t leave  m e  alone  … You’re  
suppose d to talk  about cars.’

‘Know  anyth ing about cars, m ate?’

Kevil sh rugged.

‘Done ,’ said D igby and left.

Karen and K evil stare d at one  anoth e r and th rew  th e ir gaze s 
apart.

‘You don’t say anyth ing to anyone?’ K evil grow led h ollow ly.

‘Don’t be  stupid.’

‘Good.’

‘W h at about Lloyd Mooney, did h e  se e?’

‘I fix.’

‘Good.’

Just as th e  silence  w as m ak ing th e ir situation irrevocable  
Karen found inspiration, ‘Um , you draw ?’

Th at K evil nodded.

‘Do you do prints?’

‘W e  do at college .’
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‘Um  w h e re  is it?’

Kevil told h e r. Th en m ade  th e  e ffort to say, ‘I go on Saturday 
m orning, teach e rs ve ry good.’

‘O h . Good. Do you w ant to com e  and se e  w h e re  I do m y silk  
scre ening?’

Kevil follow ed h e r to a large  room . Th e y could h ear th e ir 
parents laugh ing and th e ir voice s m urm uring, Mrs R osh anev’s 
squealing.

Karen sh ow ed K evil th e  long table  w h e re  sh e  w ork e d on h e r 
prints. An easel stood in a corne r, som e  of h e r m oth e r’s 
ph otograph s w e re  pegged along a line .  A  h uge  m oon rose  from  
be h ind th e  cliff w h e re  th e y h ad gone  for th e ir inte rrupted tryst.

‘It’s lik e  rose  quartz,’ Karen said.

‘R ose  quartz?’

‘You k now , lik e  pink  jade .’

‘Pink . Ye s. Now  turning gold – quartz, ye s, lik e  quartz.’

From  th e  e xclam ations com ing from  th e  living room , th e y 
k new  th e ir parents h ad se e n it too. Mrs R osh anev w as 
w h im pe ring lik e  a bat. K evil grim aced at Karen. H e  look e d at 
Mrs Bark e r’s com m e rcial sh ots. Cam e  back  and flick e d th rough  
som e  prints Karen h ad done . ‘Is good,’ h e  said, h olding one  up. 
It w as a de sign base d on a plant sh e  h ad discovere d grow ing 
near th e  bottom  of th e  law n w h ich  e nde d in th e  ste ep clim b 
dow n to th e  beach .

‘Th ank  you. W h at do you depict?’

‘Noth ing. Everyth ing,’ K evil replie d, ‘I try to draw  figure , still 
life , eve ryth ing, ch iaroscuro, m y teach e rs say w e  m ust practise  
draw ing, draw ing, draw ing. But m ost I lik e  painting.’

‘W ate r colours?’

‘W ate r colours, acrylic, oils I lik e  be st. Expensive , m y fath e r 
prote st.’
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‘O h . Do you w ant to be  an artist?’

‘O f course  but … is ve ry difficult. So I h ave  to do good at 
sch ool.’

‘W ell.’

‘Do w ell at sch ool.’

‘So do I.’

‘W h e re  is your broth e r?’

Th e y w e re  both  startled and w onde re d h ow  long Mrs Bark e r 
h ad be en obse rving th em .

‘I don’t k now .’

‘W ell find h im  please . Your parents are  staying for dinne r. 
D igby can get th e  barbecue  started. W e ’ll do th e  fish  I h ave  
frozen and som e  ch ops. Is h e  in h is room ? I ask e d h im  to … ’

‘I w ill start barbecue ,’ K evil said. ‘You sh ow  m e ,’ h e  said to 
Karen.

‘Get D igby to do it,’ Mrs Bark e r said as sh e  left th em .

‘Do you k now  h ow  to do it?’

‘No. Maybe . I w atch  m y uncle.’

‘H ow  h ard can it be .’

‘H ow  h ard can it be ’ – I lik e  th at, very good idiom .’

‘Ye s. Com e  on. Mum  w ill k ill Digby.’

Sh e  led h im  out to th e  barbecue . A s soon as th e y h ad it going 
D igby appeare d and took  over.

H e r m oth e r cam e  in to say good nigh t to Karen. ‘W ell th at w as 
a succe ss. Your fath e r h as genius, of course , th at’s w h y I 
m arrie d h im  no m atte r w h at th e y say. You’ll be  luck y to find 
anyone  h alf as good.’

‘I’ll start look ing tom orrow ,’ Karen said.



| Ian MacNe ill | Portraits for th e  Blind | 15 |

iv
‘Your dick  look s h uge ,’ Lloyd said, ‘h ave  you got an e rection?’

Kevin nodde d and grinned.

‘W h at girl gave  you th at?’

‘No girl.’

Back  in h is room  w ith  K evin h e  couldn’t h elp h im self, ‘Sh ow  
m e ,’ h e  orde re d.

K evin’s dick  w as th ick  and cigar sh ape d, beautifully tape re d. 
Lloyd grabbe d it and laugh e d th en started m oving th e  fore sk in 
back  and forth . K evin sigh e d. Lloyd continued. A fte r a w h ile  
K evin push e d h is h and aw ay and undid Lloyd’s board sh orts, 
took  out h is dick  and did th e  sam e . Lloyd look e d at K evin’s 
dick  – a transparent pearl sh one  at its end, h e  w ipe d it off w ith  
h is finge r. K evin took  Lloyd’s finge r and m oved it to h is 
m outh ; Lloyd tasted.

Karen took  h e r clarinet from  h e r m outh , ‘Let’s go on a diet,’ 
sh e  said to R osie  Vach etti.

R osie  took  h e r violin from  unde r h e r ch in. ‘W h at sort?’

‘A  m acro one ,’ Karen replie d. Sh e  h ad just read th at Madonna 
w as alw ays on one .

‘Alrigh t,’ R osie  said, ‘w h at do you h ave  to do?’

Th e  told Mrs Vach etti th e y couldn’t really practise  any m ore  
w ith out Ms Toogood playing th e  piano part so th e y w e re  going 
to th e  library to look  up som eth ing th e y h ad to do for next year 
at sch ool.

Mrs Vach etti said sh e  w ould com e  and pick  R osie  up at five -
th irty.

Karen ran into K evin w alk ing h om e  from  th e  library. H e  h ad 
be en release d from  th e  store  and w as going to h is Tae  Kw an 
Do class. ‘You ough t to com e , is good.’
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‘It’s good.’

‘It’s good.’

‘I’m  not eating th at,’ sh e  said of th e  food h e r m oth e r put on th e  
table , ‘I’m  going m acrobiotic. W ith  R osie .’

H e r m oth e r ignore d h e r and continued se rving th e  food.

‘I th ink  it’s not a bad idea th at you sh ould conside r losing som e  
w e igh t,’ h e r fath e r said. ‘Pe rh aps som e  exe rcise  routine?’

‘Dad, can I do Tae  Kw an Do?’

‘Don’t let h e r Dad, sh e ’ll bash  m e  up.’

‘You are  to tak e  h e r,’ Mrs Bark e r said. ‘Sh e  can pay for it w ith  
th e  m oney sh e  is e arning. Th e  exe rcise  w ill do h e r good.’

R osie  e nde d up in h ospital. ‘Mum  m ade  th e  doctor put m e  in 
h ospital. I just fainted. Th e  nurse  told m e  th e re ’s noth ing 
w rong w ith  m e . It w as because  I w ouldn’t eat th is cannelloni 
sh e  m ade , you sh ould h ave  se e n it, it w as covere d w ith  ch e e se .’

Th e y both  sh udde re d.

Karen returned to sch ool six k ilos ligh te r and w ith  a new  
inte re st – sh e  h ad tak en to Tae  Kw on Do.

Sh e  felt a push  in h e r back .

‘You m ade  h e r e nd up in h ospital.’

‘And eve ryone  says you’ve  got anorexia.’

It w as Kat Trene rry and Melanie  H opk ins.

‘Don’t touch  m e  again,’ Karen said to Kat. ‘Com e  on R osie , 
w e ’ve  got to practise .’

Th e  push  cam e  again. Sh e  sw ung around and got a grip on Kat 
and sh ook  h e r around a bit. To h e r surprise  Kat w ent dow n in 
a scream ing h eap. ‘Er! No! Don’t k ick  m e , I’ve  just h ad m y 
brace s tigh tene d.’

A s sh e  and R osie  w alk e d off sh e  h e ard Melanie  say, ‘Th at’s 



| Ian MacNe ill | Portraits for th e  Blind | 17 |

assault, you sh ould tell Ms Gittings or report h e r to Broth e r 
Leo.’

‘W e ’ll be  in trouble ,’ R osie  said. ‘I’m  already in trouble.’

‘I’m  going to th e  state  sch ool. I don’t h ave  to put up w ith  th is.’

‘O h  please  don’t! I w on’t h ave  anyone  to play th e  trio w ith , 
w e ’ve  w ork e d so h ard, Ms Toogood says w e ’ll probably do w ell 
in th e  e xam s, it’s m y be st piece . You’ve  got a sch olarsh ip.’

‘I w on’t ne e d one  at th e  state  sch ool.’

Felia R osh anev w atch e d as th e  girl w alk ed into th e  sh op. Sh e  
look e d diffe rent; w as sh e  taller? Th ank  god sh e  h ad a new  
dre ss, it w ouldn’t h ave  be en th e  m oth e r w h o ch ose  it. Sh e  w as 
grow ing up. Sh e  w as going to be  beautiful, th is Australian girl 
w h o w ent to sch ool w ith  K iril and w h ose  artistic m oth e r h ad 
ask e d th em  all to dinne r and th en h e r for coffe e . Sh e  w ould 
h ave  to guide  h e r care fully but sh e  w ould be  good for K iril now  
th at h e  too w as grow ing up. So fast. Sh e  h ad quite  good 
m anne rs for an Australian. Australian girls m ade  h e r sh udde r, 
none  w ould do as a daugh te r-in-law . Th is one , th is Karen, w as 
polite  and quite  h ard w ork ing and h e r fam ily w e re  re spectable. 
Mrs R osh anev ponde re d th e  degre e  to w h ich  th e  Bark e rs w e re  
also rough  and eccentric.

H e r son w as teach ing Lloyd h ow  to do a blow  job. Lloyd w as 
gagging. ‘I sh ow  you,’ K evin said and expe rtly took  Lloyd in 
h is m outh .

‘W h e re  did you learn all th is?’ Lloyd ask e d.

‘From  m an – a m an – in dre ssing sh e ds,’ K evin said. ‘Life saver. 
Maybe . Pe rh aps.’

Both  boys laugh e d.
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v
Digby w as h aving a party be fore  all h is m ate s h ad to settle  
dow n for th e  H SC. H is m oth e r insiste d on a gue st list and th e  
teleph one  num be rs of th e  parents.

‘H ullo, th is is Valerie  Bark e r. My son h as invited your son to a 
party h e re  on th e  tw enty-sixth . I just w anted you to k now  I am  
allow ing a little  alcoh ol – I w ill m ak e  a punch . My h usband 
and I w ill be  h e re  all nigh t. I h ave  told D igby th e  last gue st 
m ust be  gone  by one . Th e re ’s plenty of park ing if you w ant to 
pop in. O nly th e  H ibbe rt boy live s close  enough  to w alk  – or so 
I’ve  be en inform ed.’

Karen w atch e d as h e r broth e r w rith e d. Th e re  w e re  tears in h is 
e ye s as h e  rem onstrated again w ith  h is m oth e r. Sh e  look e d 
th rough  h is tears and dialled th e  next num be r.

D igby storm ed out. ‘I’m  going to com m it suicide , you give  m e  
no ch oice . I’m  going to jum p off th e  cliff.’

‘Go and save  your broth e r and get your fath e r to h elp,’ Mrs 
Bark e r orde re d Karen.

Th e  th re e  sat togeth e r on th e  cliff. Below  th em  th e  surf sw ept 
over a table  of rock .

‘Your m oth e r believe s sh e  is doing th e  righ t th ing.’

D igby pulled savagely at tussock s of grass.

‘W e ’ll stay out of your w ay. W e ’ll be  in our room . I’ve  got th e  
score  of Snegouroch k a. Pyotr R osh anev is lending m e  a tape .’

D igby clasped h is h e ad. Karen suppre sse d laugh te r.

Th e  party w as a great succe ss. Th e re  w as grass and alcoh ol. 
D igby m ade  Karen buy a bottle  of vodk a and put it in th e  
punch . Th e  m usic w ent w ell. Nobbo R olinson sh are d som e  
sort of tablet w ith  D igby. Th e  food, w h ich  w as delicious, w as 
eaten. D igby w as pe rsuade d to invite  K evil, Karen w as allow ed 
to invite  R osie . Th e  th re e  young one s sat outside  on th e  ragged 
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law n at a distance  from  th e  h e at of th ings and sippe d on th e  
h alf bottle  of vodk a K evil h ad stolen from  h is parents. Th e  
sounds of Snegouroch k a drifted to th em  from  th e  Bark e rs’ 
be droom .

‘Listen to th at. W h at is it?’

‘It is Snegouroch k a, R ussian.’

‘W h at’s h appening?’

‘Snegouroch k a w ants Tsar to – R ussian k ing – to k iss h e r but 
h e  k isse s anoth e r girl.’

‘Th en w h at?’

‘Sh e  becom e s le sbian.’

‘R eally?’

‘Ye s. Le sbian. And m ove s off to Australia.’

Th e  girls took  a m om ent but th en laugh e d.

‘R eally?’

‘Sure . All be st le sbians in Australia, eve ryone  k now s th at.’

‘H ow  doe s it end?’

‘Snegouroch k a arrive  to Australia and becom e s tennis playe r 
and beats Yvonne  Goolagong in Davis Cup. Th en sh e  m arry 
Martina Navratilova and th e y live  h appily ever afte r running 
tennis sch ool for Australian adole scents.’

‘I k now  – W h at’s h e r nam e  again?’

‘Snegouroch k a.’

‘W h o’s th at singing now ?’

‘Is boyfriend.’

‘But I th ough t you said sh e  w as a le sbian.’

‘Ye s. Le h l, h e r boyfriend is gay.’

‘Th en … ?’
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Kevil sh rugged. ‘Is R ussian fairytale.’

Th e  girls laugh e d and K evil grinned broadly.

Th e y drank  again and listene d som e  m ore .

‘W h at’s h appening now ?’

‘Is alw ays th e  sam e  in R ussian fairy tale  – th e  Snow  Girl m elts.’

A  w ind began to blow  at th e  pe rfect stillne ss of th e  nigh t. Th e  
R osh anevs and th e  Vach ettis turned up to collect th e ir young.

R osie , installed prote sting, into h e r fath e r’s car, opene d th e  
w indow  to say to Karen, ‘Isn’t K evin nice? I w ish  all boys w e re  
lik e  th at.’

‘H e ’s not righ t for you.’ Karen w alk e d aw ay from  th e  car 
disgusted by th e  blast of alcoh ol on R osie ’s breath .

‘W ell, I am  surprise d,’ said Mrs Bark e r at th e  cleaned-up 
h ouse , ‘you m ust h ave  be en up all nigh t.’

‘I h ad noth ing bette r to do,’ D igby said.

‘Next tim e  your broth e r h as a party, w ill you get h im  to ask  
m e?’ Kat ask e d on Monday.

‘No,’ said Karen, ‘you w ouldn’t cope .’

‘W h at do you m ean?’

‘You’re  still at th e  bitch y brat gangirl stage , Kat, olde r guys 
can’t stand th at.’ And sh e  and R osie  stalk e d off.

K evil said h e  w ould get som e  m ore  vodk a.

‘O h . R osie  w on’t be  able  to drink  it. H e r parents th ough t sh e  
h ad be en drink ing th e  last tim e .’

‘Sh e  h ad.’

‘Th e y’re  m ega strict Cath olics. But get th e  vodk a. You can 
com e  to m ine  and w e ’ll listen to m usic. D igby’s got som e  great 
stuff … so h e  says.’

‘Maybe  w e  print. Maybe  w e  can print som eth ing. I w ould lik e  
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th at. Not m uch  room  in m y place .’

Lloyd w as h aving trouble  accepting K evin’s dick . ‘It’s too big. 
You didn’t put enough  stuff on it. You can get a dise ase .’

Late r on th e y saw  th e  h e adline  in a gay pape r som eone  h ad 
brough t to sch ool STDs ON TH E INCR EASE. Lloyd 
exch anged a telling glance  w ith  K evin. Th e  next tim e  K evin 
w ore  a condom  and it w ent in.

Th e y w ould go to K evin’s apartm ent. H is parents w e re  alw ays 
w ork ing. Th e y w ould listen to m usic, talk  about sch ool and 
end up on K evin’s be d. Th en th e y w ould raid th e  R osh anev 
re frige rator. O nce  afte r th e y h ad h ad a sh ow e r togeth e r Mrs 
R osh anev com plained about th e  m e ss and th e  w et tow els. 
K evin h ad h ad to lie  about socce r and Lloyd and h im  both  
getting dirty. H is m oth e r h ad scrutinise d h im  care fully.

‘W e  sh ould not do it no m ore , m aybe ,’ h e  h ad w orrie d to Lloyd.

‘Any m ore . O nly w e stie s say ‘sh ouldn’t do it no m ore ’ – it’s 
any m ore .’

‘Ye s. Double  negative  – any m ore , not do it any m ore .’

‘Th at’s righ t.’

But th e y couldn’t h elp th em selve s.

‘Soon w e ’ll h ave  girlfriends,’ Lloyd said.

vi
‘You sh ould sell your prints.’

‘W h o w ould buy th em ?’

‘Th e y are  good on fabric so dre ss m ak e rs, fash ion de signe rs. 
Th e y are  really good. I’ll h elp you.’

Karen and K evil w e re  lying, intoxicated, at th e  bottom  of th e  
Bark e r’s garden. Year Tw elve w as alm ost over and th e y w e re  
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facing th e ir future s w ith  som e  appre h e nsion. Over th e  past 
year th e y h ad got into th e  h abit of k illing h alf a bottle  of vodk a 
togeth e r in various isolated spots around th e  beach . Th e y 
w ould sit and drink  and talk . Lately th e y h ad tak en to driving 
in one  of th e ir parents’ cars to anoth e r beach  to sm ok e  a joint 
and listen to th e  car radio.

‘I don’t k now  w h at you do w ith  th at boy,’ Mrs Bark e r said one  
afte rnoon, ‘th e re  w e re  tak e  aw ay cartons all over th e  back  se at.’

‘K evin got h ungry so – ’

D igby burst into laugh te r.

‘ – w e  got som e  … tak e  aw ay.’

‘It’s not good for you. You could h ave  brough t h im  h e re  and 
m ade  a nice  toasted ch e e se  sandw ich . It w as cold last nigh t. 
O ne  or th e  oth e r of you could get th e  flu and th en w h at w ould 
you do w ith  your exam s com ing up? H is parents are  counting 
on h im  doing w ell.’

‘H e ’ll do w ell, h e ’s brilliant at A rt and English .’

‘A nd h e  could h ardly speak  it w h en w e  first k new  h im . Next 
tim e  invite  h im  in.’

Late r sh e  cam e  to Karen’s room  and began, ‘I k now  th e y tell 
you about th is at sch ool but … I just w ant to rem ind you – it’s 
m y duty – th at young people  can be  overcom e  by th e ir fe elings. 
I k now  K evin’s a decent type  but … You m igh t conside r 
protection. I w ill m ak e  an appointm ent - ’

Karen leapt from  h e r de sk . ‘O h  please ! I’m  m ore  lik ely to rape  
h im  th an – ’

‘I’m  not talk ing about rape , I’m  - ’

‘O h  you’re  as bad as Broth e r Leo, h e ’s alw ays telling us not to 
let our h orm one s talk  our w alk . Even R osie  laugh s at h im . 
Can’t you let m e  h ave  a frie nd? W h y do you w ant to spoil it? 
H e ’s th e  be st frie nd I’ve  eve r h ad.’

Mrs Bark e r drew  back  at th is. ‘W h at about R osie?’
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‘Sh e ’s alrigh t. But … W e ’re  all going to th e  form al togeth e r.’

Mrs Bark e r w ith drew . Sh e  sat in h e r k itch en and over a cup of 
tea cam e  to th e  conclusion th at th is w as not altogeth e r a bad 
th ing – som e  of th e  frie nds D igby brough t in ... Sh e  ough t to 
get Trevor to h ave  a talk  to D igby too. It w as tim e  now  h e  w as 
at university and pre y to w h o k new  w h at influence s.

Karen appeare d. ‘W ill you h elp m e  m ak e  a dre ss? I w ant to 
create  m y ow n form al gow n. It h as to be  fabulous.’

Mrs Bark e r w as appease d by th e  norm alcy of th is. ‘Ye s. W e ’ll 
go into tow n on Sunday and ch oose  a patte rn and som e  fabric. 
I saw  som e  nice  glazed cotton th e  last - ’

‘No. I’m  going to de sign it. W ill you h elp m e  pin th e  m ate rial 
and sew  it? I w ant silk  je rse y. To drape .’

‘O h  Karen, do you k now  h ow  m uch  th at w ill cost? And you’ll 
probably never w ear it again. I suppose  th at’s w h at R osie ’s 
w earing. R em em be r h e r parents are  w ell off and sh e  is th e ir 
baby.’

Th e  form al w as h eld in th e  ballroom  of an alm ost grand h otel.

Karen w as dre sse d in sw ath e s of glazed cotton sh e  h ad printed 
in yellow  and m auve  sw irls.

‘You look  lik e  a lounge  ch air,’ Kat pronounced tak ing in th e  co-
ordinated sandals and bag be fore  w orrying at a cork screw  of 
h air.

Karen, Lloyd, K evin and Karen h ad be en given a verm outh  
w ith  th e ir antipasto at th e  Vach ettis. Lloyd w as driving th em  
in but Mr Vach etti w as pick ing up h is daugh te r at tw elve.

Th e  ballroom  se em e d vast, its ve ry dim  ligh ting w as banish e d 
h e re  and th e re  by pools of brigh tne ss. A  sm ok e  m ach ine  
extruded a h e avy fog onto th e  dance  floor. It slopped around 
k ne e  h igh  to be  k ick e d aw ay by th e  legs of dance rs and 
inte rm ittently sliced by a puny lase r be fore  rolling to its doom  
in lurid colours borrow ed from  a bipolar ligh t ball.
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Th e  graduating class w as aw ash  w ith  a sentim ent com pounded 
of fear and nostalgia. Nearly all h ad be en groom ed and 
decorated to allure  and im pre ss; th at w as now  th e  conscious 
aim  of very few . Taffetas glow ed in th e  gloom , sh oulde r pads 
sw aye d, h e ads w e re  h eld sw an-lik e  above  sw ath e d bosom s. 
Young m en w h o h ad subm itted to h airdre ssing and bow  tie s 
th e re by forgoing th e ir righ t to sch oolyard th uggish ne ss felt 
th e y w e re  now  obliged to bear th em selve s lik e  prince s; w inged 
collars and gaudy cum m e rbunds furth e r im pre sse d th is 
th rilling burden.

A  D J assem bled sets w h ich  pulsed in th e ir ve ins, vibrated and 
fibrillated in th e ir brains, th udde d rh yth m s for th e ir h e arts to 
synch ronise  w ith . Th e y sh im m ie d th en scream ed and sh outed 
and sh im m ie d again and grooved w ith  th e ir sh oulde rs and 
h ips. Th e y sat and w e re  dem ure . It w as extraordinarily e rotic 
and unsexual. Th e y w e re  conscious of th e ir ch ildh oods 
draining, th e ir future s loom ing irrevocably, of th e  m ature  
enough  beauty of som e  of th e ir classm ate s, of th e ir ow n 
unprepare dne ss. A fte r th is th e ir sch ool uniform s could only be  
a facade . Th e y sough t e scape  from  th e  re sponsibilitie s be ing 
im pose d by th e  ritual – a drink  in one  of th e  h otels bars from  
w h ich  th e y soon fled back , outside  to sm ok e  a cigarette  or 
catch  a breath  of fre sh  air, to th e  toilets to ch eck  h ow  th e ir 
m ask s w e re  h olding up; th e  toilets re e k e d of dope .

‘I am  so glad to be  out of th at ballroom ,’ Karen said as Lloyd 
drove  h e r and K evil h om ew ards.

‘O h  w e  can’t go h om e!’ sh e  e xclaim ed as Lloyd approach e d h e r 
road, ‘w e  h ave  to stay up all nigh t.’

It w as not yet tw o.

‘Let’s w alk  on th e  beach ,’ sh e  said w h en sh e  noticed th e  trem or 
of re sistance  w h ich  passe d betw e en th e  tw o young m en in th e  
front seat. ‘Th en I can go up and se e  if D igby h as any dope .’

Th e  w ave s froth e d around h e r ank le s. Sh e  w onde re d if sh e  
look e d lik e  som eone  in a film  to th e  tw o boys standing on th e  
beach . ‘Com e  on, it’s not cold.’
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Kevil took  off h is sh oe s and sock s. Lloyd stood adam ant in h is 
rejection of w h atever Karen w as proposing.

H aving pe rsuade d K evil in, Karen joine d Lloyd on th e  sand in 
an attem pt at pe rsuading h im  into com plicity w ith  h e r fantasy. 
Th e y w atch e d K evil w ading w ith  h is trouse rs rolled up against 
th e  froth ing w h ite . Alm ost alone  of th e  Year, K evil h ad w orn 
traditional black  tie . H e  w as de ep in th ough t and h is h air 
flopped over h is brow .

‘Doe sn’t h e  look  lik e  a prince?’ Karen noted for Lloyd.

‘Th at’s w h at Mr Black m an said.’

‘R eally?’

‘Ye s. H e  w as passing our table  – you w e re  dancing – and h e  
stopped and said, “You look  lik e  a prince , as usual R osh anev.” 
I th ink  h e  w as bit pisse d.’

‘H e ’s gay.’

At th at m om ent K evil w alk ed out of th e  se a and cam e  up and 
k isse d Lloyd. H e  put h is arm s around h im  and k isse d h im  
de eply.

Lloyd could not prote st.

It w as as if a h uge  w ave  h ad tak en Karen by surprise  and 
dum ped h e r. ‘W h at about m e?’

Kevil put h is arm s around h e r and k isse d h e r but w h en sh e  
opene d h e r m outh  h e  w ith drew .

Th e y sat on th e  beach . Karen felt sh ock e d, a profound cold 
w elled up in h e r. ‘Com e  on up, I’ll m ak e  ch e e se  sandw ich e s. 
Mum  is alw ays telling m e  to. I’ll w alk , you drive .’

K evil w ent w ith  Lloyd.

A s sh e  stum bled up th e  path , clutch ing h e r sandals and bag, 
trying to h old th e  billow ing h em  of h e r gow n up, Karen’s m ind 
raged. ‘H e ’s m ine ,’ sh e  said to h e rself, ‘h e ’s m ine . K evil’s m ine .’ 
And sh e  recoiled from  h e r ow n de spe rate  pre sum ption.
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Sh e  h oped th e y’d just drive  aw ay but th e y w e re  w aiting for h e r.

Sh e  led th em  into th e  k itch en.

Th e  tea and toasted sandw ich e s h elped. Th e y pick e d incidents 
from  th e  nigh t and turned th em  over lik e  pe riw ink le s. At last 
sh e  said, ‘I don’t th ink  I can get th e  dope ,’ and th e y left.

Kevin put h is h and on Lloyd’s th igh  as h e  drove  th en m oved it 
to h is cock . H e  strok e d th e  e rection th rough  th e  h ire d fabric. 
‘Don’t,’ Lloyd said, ‘you sh ouldn’t h ave  done  th at.’

‘Drive  to th e  park ,’ K evin said.

Th e re , h e  began k issing Lloyd, got h is cock  out, strok e d it, th en 
took  it in h is m outh  until Lloyd sigh e d and strok e d h is h air. 
Th en h e  go out of th e  car and dragged Lloyd out and lead h im  
by h is e rection to a rock , turned Lloyd around and placed h is 
arm s up onto th e  rock , reach e d around and h ugged h is ch e st, 
m oved h is arm s dow n, fum bled at Lloyd’s trouse rs until th e y 
fell, slipped Lloyd’s jock s dow n.

Lloyd felt Kevin’s m oistene d finge r circling and pre ssing at h is 
rectum . H e  w as in, th en anoth e r finge r. K evin em braced Lloyd 
again and m oved h is h ands up unde r h is sh irt. Lloyd th rash e d, 
transfixe d in h is posture  th en felt h is nipple s be ing rolled 
betw e en K evin’s sm ooth  w arm  finge rs. Th en h e  w as pre ssing 
against h im  and h e  felt th e  h uge  w arm th  of K evin’s dick  
pre ssing, pre ssing th en suddenly it w as in and Lloyd’s h e ad 
th unde re d and flash e d until th e  sm ell of dam p leave s and soil 
drifted into h is consciousne ss. H e  turned around and h eld 
K evin, h is m outh  open and search ing for K evin’s lips.

K evin took  h is h and dow n to h is penis w h ich  w as w arm  and 
sm ooth  and still strong.

 ‘I didn’t m ean to com e  so soon,’ Lloyd said as h e  drove  aw ay, 
‘I don’t k now  w h y.’ H e  w as m ad w ith  h appine ss de spite  th at 
regret.
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 vii
Karen w as eating and eating.

H e r m oth e r w atch e d. ‘You’ll put on w e igh t,’ sh e  said.

‘So w h at? I’ll still be  m e . It’s just advertising.’

‘W h at is?’

‘All th is about h aving to be  slim .’

H e r m oth e r pick e d up h e r bag and left for w ork .

Karen w anted to talk  to som eone . R osie  w as getting ready to 
go to Europe , h e r fath e r w as in th e  study orch e strating a tune  
for a television ad, D igby w as out of th e  que stion.

K evil appeare d.

Karen’s h e art th udde d. ‘I’ve  got to be  at w ork  soon,’ sh e  said, 
‘your m oth e r w ill go m ad.’

‘Not till eleven.’

Th e y sat in silence  w h ich  Karen brok e  w ith , ‘W h at tim e  did 
you … I m ean, did you stay … It w as a great nigh t, w asn’t it? 
W asn’t it aw ful w h en Mario th rew  up in front of Broth e r Leo?’

Kevil sh rugged. ‘I h ave  a plan. W h y don’t w e  try and sell som e  
of your de signs? I k now  w h e re  to go. W e  could tak e  som e  
sam ple s around th e  fabric sh ops and se e  if w e  could get som e  
orde rs to print.’

‘No-one  w ould tak e  th em . W h at ch ance  w ould w e  h ave?’

‘W e  h ave  a ch ance .’

‘W h at could w e  tak e? I h aven’t got enough .’

‘You only ne e d th re e  – m aybe  four to six sam ple s. You could 
use  your H SC w ork .’

Karen, de spite  h e rself, h ad be en glaring at K evil, now  th e  glare  
w as dissolving. ‘W h ich  one s?’
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Th ey m oved into th e  studio room  to exam ine  Karen’s prints. ‘I 
w ouldn’t k now  w h at to ch arge ,’ sh e  said, ‘even.’

‘Mum  h as a frie nd in th e  industry, w e  could ask  h e r. I’ll com e  
to th e  sh op w ith  you and w e  can ring up. Mum  w ill give  you 
th e  num be r.’

Th e y w alk e d dow n th e  h ill togeth e r, K evil push ing h is bik e .

‘A re  you angry about last nigh t?’

‘No. W h y w ould I be?’

‘You’re  not talk ing.’

‘I just can’t th ink  of anyth ing to say.’

‘I’m  gay,’ K evil said.

‘O h . W ith  Lloyd?’

‘H e  says h e ’s not.’

‘Th at’s O  K. Do your parents k now ?’

‘No.’

‘I w on’t tell th em .’

‘Th at’s good. I’ll tell th em  w h en I’m  at th e  College  of th e  A rts.’

Th e y w alk e d on in silence  and tears ran dow n Karen’s face .

‘W h y are  you crying?’

‘I don’t k now . You w on’t h ave  ch ildren.’

‘Van Gogh  didn’t h ave  ch ildren.’

‘H e  w ent w ith  prostitute s – fem ale  one s.’

Th e y w alk e d on.

‘Th at w as a stupid th ing to say, I didn’t m ean it.’

‘Is O  K.’

Th e se  days K evil only regre sse d to R ussian-English  w h en h e  
w as upset.
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‘O h !’ Karen w ailed, ‘I didn’t m ean it. I’m  glad you’re  gay, I 
really am , I alw ays h oped you w e re , now  w e  can be  frie nds 
alw ays … Can’t w e?’

Kevil put h is fre e  arm  around h e r and h ugged Karen.

Sh e  w ept uncontrollably. People  stare d. Sh e  told Mrs 
R osh anev it w as h e r tim e  of th e  m onth .

‘Is e xam s,’ Mrs R osh anev said, ‘now  you begin to relax. Ball 
not to relax – too m uch  excitem ent. K iril … w h at you say w ith  
m ood?’

‘Moody.’

‘Moody lik e  you. Sh out at h is fath e r. H is fath e r!’

Karen continued to eat.

‘You w ant to w atch  it, you’re  putting on w e igh t.’

Sh e  ignore d D igby.

‘H e ’s got a point, dear you don’t – ’

‘You’re  a m ale  fuck ing ch auvinist pig!’ sh e  scream ed.

Th e y w e re  all staring at h e r.

‘H e ’s screw ing Mel H opk ins, sh e ’s h alf h is age . You’re  a 
fuck ing ch ild m ole ste r!’

Th e re  w as a grote sque  silence .

‘H ow  old is th is girl?’  Mr Bark e r spok e  in th e  de ep, seve re  
tone  h is ch ildren h ad only rarely h ad directed at th em .

‘Sh e ’s e igh te en, Dad.’ D igby got up, gave  h is siste r a puzzled, 
furious, h urt look  and left th e  room .

‘I can’t h ave  th is talk . I can’t be  upset lik e  th is. I h ave  to ligh t 
som e  products for advertising, it’s so tedious in its w ay – 
law nm ow e rs and w h ippe rsnippe rs - and Mr Tim m ins w ants 
m e  to learn h ow  to scan th ings so w e  can put th em  on th e  
com pute r. I can’t h ave  th is …’ Mrs Bark e r also rose  and left 
th e  room .
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Karen h ung h e r h e ad, pick e d up h e r spoon and ate  som e  m ore  
of th e  m ue sli w ith  h azel nuts sh e  h ad bough t.

H e r fath e r sat w h ile  sh e  ate . Sh e  k e pt eating in orde r to avoid 
h is e ye s. Finally sh e  h ad no option. Sh e  burst into tears. H e r 
fath e r k e pt sitting, look ing at h e r. Sh e  got up to fle e  h is 
unrelenting gaze . ‘Sit dow n,’ h e  said.

‘I couldn’t h elp it,’ Karen snivelled.

‘You’re  approach ing an age  w h en you can’t in any decency say 
th at.’

‘W h at th en?’

‘You k now  Karen, w e  can’t alw ays h ave  w h at - or w h o - w e  
w ant.’

Mr Bark e r got up and left h e r to h e r m ise ry.

Again sh e  w as all glare s w h en sh e  e ncounte re d K evil in h is 
parents’ sh op. Th is tim e  h e  m ade  no attem pt to m ollify h e r.

‘I can’t h ave  – I w on’t h ave  th at language . If e ith e r of you use  
it again I w ill w ith draw  m y support. Your fath e r and I h ave  
done  all w e  can. I h e ar th em  speak ing lik e  th at and I am  
revolted. W e  sent you to a good sch ool – th e  be st in th e  
ne igh bourh ood – so you w ould not be  expose d to th at k ind of 
influence .’

‘I never – ’

‘And you,’ Mrs Bark e r continued, turning h e r attention on 
D igby now , ‘m ust bring all your frie nds h om e  for … for 
dinne r, so w e  can m e et th em . And I h ope  th is girl’s parents 
k now  w h at is going on because  I don’t w ant som e  irate  m oth e r 
accosting m e  in th e  m all or som e  …’

‘H appy now ?’ D igby said to Karen.

Later Karen borrow ed th e  car and drove  to th e  neare st sh op 
and bough t th re e  ch ocolate  bars. Sh e  sat in th e  car and ate  one  
im m ediately. Sh e  ate  th e  oth e r one  as sh e  drove  h om e , got into 
be d w ith  a book  and ate  th e  th ird th en fell into a leaden sle ep.
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Th e  Ch ristm as se ason w as approach ing. ‘Everyone  puts on 
w e igh t at Ch ristm as,’ sh e  said as sh e  trod off th e  scale s five  
k ilos h e avie r.

Sh e  w asn’t speak ing to K evil. R osie  w as in Europe . Sh e  didn’t 
go near th e  beach . Sh e  w ork e d for th e  R osh anevs. Sh e  read. 
W h en D igby brough t Melanie  H opk ins for dinne r sh e  all but 
ignore d h e r. A fte r w h ich  h e r m oth e r said, ‘I am  ash am ed of 
you. You h ave  obviously abandoned your m anne rs but I do 
th ink  you could h ave  m ade  an e ffort for your broth e r’s sak e , 
h e  se em s ve ry k e e n on th is girl.’

‘Sh e ’s a slut.’

H e r m oth e r gazed at h e r in h orror th en w onde re d if th is w e re  
true  – w h at if D igby w e re  se rious about th is girl? Sh e  m ust se e  
if sh e  could find anyth ing out about h e r.

R osie  rang h e r on Ch ristm as Day. Sh e  w as h aving a fabulous 
tim e  in Palerm o. Sh e  h ad lost th re e  k ilos and h e r cousins w e re  
h elping h e r ch oose  dre sse s – and sh oe s – and th e y h ad tak en 
h e r to a fabulous h airdre sse r, ‘W ait till you se e !’

Karen rush e d off to w e igh  h e rself – seven k ilos now .

Lloyd rang and ask e d h e r round for a dinne r party. Sh e  
re fuse d. And th e  nigh t of th e  dinne r party w ent out afte r 
dinne r and bough t a carton of sw e et and sour pork  and frie d 
rice  to eat it w ith . Sh e  sat in th e  car park  stuffing h e rself. A  car 
pulled up nearby. It w as full of girls from  sch ool. Karen 
scre ech e d out of th e  car park , th e ir laugh te r and excited 
m anne r flash ing th rough  h e r brain. Th e  pork  and rice  flew  all 
over th e  front seat.

H e r m oth e r w ok e  h e r in th e  m orning. ‘W h at h ave  you spilled 
in m y car? It sm ells lik e  Ch ine se  food and th e re ’s rice  
eve ryw h e re . Get up and go out and clean it up.’

At break fast sh e  h ad to confe ss sh e  couldn’t get th e  stains out. 
‘It’s only an old car in any case .’

‘W ell you ne e dn’t drive  it any m ore .’
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Sh e  h ad trouble  fitting into h e r sk irt and blouse . Sh e  look e d at 
h e rself in th e  m irror. W orse  w as th e  look  – up and dow n - Mrs 
R osh anev gave  h e r as sh e  w alk e d in. Th en, in a quiet m om ent, 
Mrs R osh anev ask e d h e r ve ry gently if sh e  w as alrigh t.

Sh e  started to cry. Mr and Mrs R osh anev h ad given h e r a very 
gene rous Ch ristm as bonus to h elp h e r start at university. Mrs 
R osh anev took  h e r in h e r arm s. Karen brok e  fre e  and said sh e  
w as O  K.

Th at nigh t h e r m oth e r cam e  into h e r room  and ask e d h e r if sh e  
really w anted to start art sch ool fe eling overw e igh t and not 
able  to fit into all th e  lovely cloth e s sh e  h ad.

‘Th e y’re  not lovely. I m ade  th em  in any case . O th e r girl’s 
m oth e rs tak e  th em  to sh ops and th e y can ch oose  w h at th e y 
w ant.’

‘I am  not oth e r girl’s m oth e rs.’ Mrs Bark e r said. ‘Your cloth e s 
are  of th e  be st m ate rials and th e y fit – are  fitted pe rfectly. Th e y 
are  an outlet for your creativity. I th ough t …’

Mrs Bark e r h ad retreated dism ayed and confuse d. In th e  
m orning Karen trie d to apologise  by explaining w h at sh e  h ad 
m eant. ‘O th e r girls de spise  h om em ade  cloth e s. R osie  is buying 
couture  cloth e s in Italy. Sh e ’s h ad h e r h air done  by a top 
h airdre sse r.’

Th at nigh t h e r m oth e r cam e  in again and said, ‘Your fath e r’s 
doing very w ell lately. I’ve  spok en to h im . You can h ave  your 
h air done  in tow n th ough  god k now s w h at th e y’ll do to it. H ow  
m uch  w ill you ne e d for your w ardrobe? W e ’ll h ave  to give  
D igby m oney to buy a car.’

A  fie rce  gre e d overcam e  Karen – now  sh e  could buy cloth e s 
and sh oe s and m ak e -up, h ave  h e r h air done  by som eone  really 
good. Sh e  w ould becom e  one  of th ose  plum p, very m ade -up 
and w ell dre sse d girls and … ‘I’ll go into tow n and se e ,’ sh e  
told h e r m oth e r.

Sh e  h ad h e r h air styled and paid for it h e rself; it cost h e r an 
exorbitant am ount. W h en sh e  w ok e  up th e  next day sh e  saw  
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h e r fat self look ing back  at h e r unde r a rum pled stylish  cut. 
Sh e  couldn’t get it to fall th e  w ay th e  h airdre sse r h ad.

K evil stare d at h e r and sh e  saw  w h at h e  saw  and w as 
de spe rately unh appy, h opele ss.

‘W h at are  you doing for New  Year’s Eve?’ h e  said to h e r th e  
next day.

Karen w as overjoyed. ‘H aven’t th ough t about it. R eally.’

K evil look e d at th e  row  of vodk a bottle s. Karen nodde d.

‘K evil and I are  h aving a few  drink s on th e  ve randa,’ sh e  
announced to h e r parents w h en th e y ask e d h e r if sh e  w anted 
to go w ith  th em  to a ne igh bour’s. Everyone  w as relieved.

‘Mel and I m igh t join you for a few  be fore  w e  go out,’ D igby 
ask e d.

‘A  few ! You are  not drink ing and driving. You h ave  a 
re sponsibility to th at young lady. A s w ell as yourself. O n New  
Year’s Eve.’

Karen’s h e art clench e d against th e  idea of h aving to sh are  h e r 
K evil on New  Year’s Eve. Sh e  dare  not say anyth ing th at m igh t 
be  inte rpreted as dislik e  of Melanie  H opk ins w h om  sh e  h eld in 
contem pt and w h ose  contem pt sh e  feare d. ‘K evil and I are  
going th rough  m y de signs so w e  can ch oose  th e  be st to try and 
sell. W e ’ll be  pretty absorbe d.’

D igby really lik e d K evil, th e y jok e d th rough  th e  dinne r. Sh e  
m ade  a special effort w ith  Melanie  w h o in re sponse  confide d 
w h y sh e  h adn’t spok en to Kat Trene rry since  Year Ten. Th en 
said, w h ile  sh e  and Karen w e re  alone , ‘I w ish  D ig and I could 
be  lik e  you and K evin.’ In h e r confusion Karen nodde d 
unde rstandingly.

Kevil scanned h e r de signs as th e y k nock e d back  th e ir first 
vodk as. Th e y selected five  for a portfolio to tak e  around fabric 
w h ole salers, th en one  to print a couple  of m etre s to give  an 
idea of h ow  th e  de signs w ould translate . Th e y h ad decide d on 
th em  as curtain or furnish ing fabrics and to m ove  onto 
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cloth ing w h en th e y h ad got som e  orde rs and unde rstanding of 
th e  m ark et.

Busine ss over, Karen dragged th e  long w indow s open, K evil 
produced a joint, th e  se a th um ped an irregular beat follow ed 
by a cym bal sw ish  and th e  de ep w h ite  and ivory gardenias Mrs 
Bark e r h ad placed in an old blue  ginge r jar exude d w ave s of 
th e ir h e avy pe rfum e .

‘So w h e re ’s Lloyd?’ Karen could no longe r h old back  th e  
que stion w h ich  h ad be en pre ssing on h e r m ind since  th e y h ad 
colluded on th is New  Year’s Eve  togeth e r.

‘Marina Cze sovic invited h im  to a party.’

‘O h . W h e re?’

‘I don’t k now . Doe s it m atte r?’

In th e ir m ise ry, th e y began to select C Ds. Th en th e y 
adjourned to th e ir favourite  spot at th e  bottom  of th e  Bark e r’s 
garden. Karen w as blissful, again sh e  couldn’t stop h e rself, ‘I 
never th ough t w e ’d be  h e re  … ever again.’

‘W h y?’

‘I … I just th ough t you didn’t lik e  m e  any m ore .’

‘W h y w ouldn’t I lik e  you?’

‘I don’t k now  … You w e re  going to h elp m e  w ith  th e  de signs 
and you didn’t com e  and … I th ough t you w e re  busy w ith  
Lloyd.’

K evil’s silence  confronted Karen w ith  th e  falsene ss of h e r 
w ords.

At last K evil said, ‘A re  you a frie nd of m ine  or not?’

‘O f course ! W h at m ak e s you say th at?’

H e  got up. ‘If you’re  not, just tell m e .’ And h e  began to w alk  
off.

Karen trie d to scram ble  to h e r fe et but h e r new  w e igh t, 
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intoxication and lack  of supplene ss m ade  h e r plop clum sily 
dow n again. K evil w as at h e r side , clasping h e r arm . ‘I’m  so 
fat,’ Karen said, ‘and I h aven’t be en going to Tae .’ Sh e  laugh e d.

K evil sat. And th e y laugh e d. And laugh e d.

Finally h e  said, ‘W e ’ve  got to do w ell now . W e ’ve  got to get out 
of h e re . It’s alrigh t for you but I’m  a prisone r.’

‘W e  w ill! W e ’ll be  brilliant. I’m  going to w ork  so h ard.’

viii
Lloyd called K evin late  New  Year’s day. ‘H appy New  Year.’

‘Sam e  to you.’

‘H ow  w as it?’

‘H ow  w as w h at?’

‘Your New  Year, up at th e  Bark e r’s. W h at did you th ink  I 
m eant?’

‘It w as O  K. Good. W e  h ad a few  drink s, a sm ok e  … Made  
som e  busine ss plans.’

‘W as D ig th e re?’

‘At first, for dinne r, w ith  Melanie  H opk ins th en th e y w ent out. 
So did Mr and Mrs Bark e r. Mr Bark e r’s doing a film  score .’

‘So it w as just you and Karen?’

‘Ye s, I told you. W e  m ade  busine ss plans, w e ’re  going to sell 
som e  of h e r de signs to fabric w h ole salers. W e ’re  going to print 
th em  ourselve s.’

‘Th at’s good.’

‘H ow  did you go?’

‘Good.’
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Th e re  w as anoth e r silence .

‘You w ant to h ang out tonigh t?’

‘O  K. W h e re?’

‘Com e  round, m y parents are  going out. R ene e ’ll be  h e re  but 
w e  … Com e  as soon as you can, th e y’re  leaving us m oney for 
tak e  aw ay. H ave  you got anyth ing to sm ok e?’

Kevin didn’t.

Th e  boys played a com pute r gam e . But K evin got bore d w ith  it.

Lloyd put h is arm  around K evin’s sh oulde r but it w as sh rugged 
off. ‘You’ve  got a girlfriend now .’

‘W h o? O h . Marina’s not m y girlfriend, w e  only …’

‘W e ’ll be  in diffe rent cam puse s, w e  probably w on’t se e  m uch  of 
one  anoth e r.’

‘I can drop you off, it’s on th e  w ay. W e  can go to O rientation 
W e e k  togeth e r. Th e y’re  not far apart. W e  can com e  h om e  
togeth e r if our lecture s e nd at th e  sam e  tim e .’

Lloyd h ad got into Dentistry.

‘So h ow  w as th e  party?’

‘I told you, it w as O  K. D ig turned up w ith  Mel H opk ins. Th e y 
didn’t stay long. It w as m ainly a Year Tw elve crow d. Sh e  
th ink s sh e ’s h ot now  sh e ’s got h im  for a boyfriend.’

‘I k now .’

‘It w ould h ave  be en good if you w e re  th e re .’

‘I w asn’t invited.’

‘Yeah . But it w ould h ave  be en good.’

Again Lloyd trie d to put h is arm  around K evin but it w as 
sh rugged off. ‘I th ink  I bette r go, I don’t fe el w ell. I th ink  I’m  
getting th e  flu.’

‘It’s th e  m iddle  of sum m e r. You’re  just pisse d off w ith  m e  
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because  I w ent out w ith  Marina.’

‘If you say so.’

K evin started to leave. Lloyd grabbe d h im  in a h ug, ‘Don’t I get 
a New  Year’s h ug?’

‘O  K.’

But it did not progre ss ve ry far because  K evin started to sw eat. 
Th en h e  sw aye d.

Lloyd w atch e d as h e  w obbled on h is bik e , th en it straigh tene d.

‘It’s for you!’

Lloyd h ad h e ard th e  ph one  ringing. ‘W h at tim e  is it? W h o is it?’

It w as a very upset Mrs R osh anev. K iril w as in h ospital. H e  
h ad be en found collapse d on th e  side  of th e  road. H ad th e y 
be en tak ing drugs? W h at h ad h e  e aten at th e  Mooneys?

Kiril w as propped up in th e  h ospital bed sk etch ing. H e  look e d 
saintly. Adoration clutch e d Lloyd’s h e art. Mr R osh anev w as 
sitting be side  th e  be d, h e  glared at Lloyd. ‘W h y you let h im  ride  
h is bik e? You h ave  car.’

‘Dad. Please . I w as O  K. Lloyd didn’t k now .’

‘I drive  h im  h om e  plenty tim e s.’

Th e  h ospital couldn’t find anyth ing w rong w ith  K evin and h e  
w as disch arged afte r four days. Th ough  th e  pizza w as cleare d, 
Mrs R osh anev continued to h arbour suspicions. Both  th e  
R osh anevs now  view e d Lloyd w ith  h ostility.

Lloyd could h ardly k e e p h is h ands off K evin now . H e  w as 
fie rcely protective  of h im . H e  told Karen sh e  h ad no righ t to let 
K evin tak e  h e r around th e  w h ole sale  fabric sh ops. ‘Let’s go 
aw ay, spend som e  tim e  togeth e r,’ h e  be se ech e d. H e  w anted to 
spend th e  nigh t w ith  K evin, be  totally w ith  h im  for a nigh t … 
or a few  nigh ts. And th en th e y could start uni and act m ore  
grow n-up, h e  told h im self. Th e  girls w ould be  all over K evin 
and h e ’d never get … again. H e  stood off and look e d at h is 
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friend turning over som e  book s in a bin – th e  broad sh oulde rs 
tape ring to th e  narrow  h ips, th e  lock  of sh iny th ick  h air falling 
over th e  sk in golden again, th e  gentle  lum inous e ye s unde r th e  
silk y brow s, th e  broad m outh  and square  jaw , th e  grace  … 
Kevin grinned at h im  look ing at h im , ‘W h at are  you staring 
at?’ Th e  w h ite  even te eth . Lloyd w as overcom e . H ow  could h e  
h ave  got close  to such  a creature? H e  w as so proud to be  se e n 
w ith  h im . People  turned to stare , th e y turned at th e  de ep clear 
tone s of h is voice . Th e  w ay people  look e d at h im . O nce , in a 
pub, a w aitre ss h ad k e pt com ing back  to se e  h ow  th e ir drink s 
w e re  going to stare  at K evin and th en h ad retreated in 
confusion w h en h e  h ad sm iled at h e r. W h at m ade  it 
devastating w as th at h e  didn’t even notice  – h e  w as oblivious 
to th e  reaction h e  created. O ne  day in a club Nobbo R olinson 
h ad said, ‘Look  at h im , h e  doe sn’t belong h e re , h e  m ak e s th e  
re st of us look  lik e  sh ags on a rock .’

Lloyd startled to trem ble  w h en h e  finally got K evin nak e d 
again.

‘W h at’s th e  m atte r?’

‘I don’t k now  w h at I’m  doing any m ore .’

‘I’ll sh ow  you,’ K evin said and sm iled h is for-Lloyd sm ile.

ix
‘Not for us. Curtains you say? Let m e  h ave  a look  again. Maybe  
th is. W h at are  you printing it on? It’ll ne e d to be  stain 
re sistant. A re  you sure  it’s e xclusive? W e  don’t w ant to se e  it 
in eve ry outlet around h e re . W e ’ll try ten m etre s for a start se e  
h ow  it goe s. O n consignm ent.’

‘No … No … No … Maybe  … No … W h at oth e r colours can 
you do it in?’

‘W e  h andle  m ainly im ports, w e ’re  a luxury outlet. Could you 
do th is in silk  and let us h ave  a look ?’
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‘Too tasteful,’ Mrs R osh anev’s frie nd said sk ipping th rough  
Karen’s sam ple s. ‘Nice  … but.’ Sh e  told th em  w h at th e y sh ould 
h ave  ch arged for th e  on-consignm ent orde r and put th em  onto 
som eone  w h o w ould tell th em  about prope r dye s. Th en sh e  
look e d seve rely at Karen, ’You nice  girl, I se e  in your de sign. 
Not righ t for th is pe riod. Nouveau pe riod – you k now  w h at 
th at m eans?’

Karen nodde d.

‘Go back  and look . H orrible. Gold. Paisley. Satin. Tassels. 
Vulgarity. Expensive . You sh ouldn’t say cotton – never say 
cotton. Silk . Everyth ing expensive  and look  expensive . 
Versace .’ Sh e  sh udde re d. ‘But spend, spend, spend, pay 
anyth ing. Is good.’ Sh e  laugh e d in th e  h igh  pitch e d m anne r of 
Mrs R osh anev. ‘Maybe  never pass. Maybe  w e  never get back  to 
taste . But you w ant busine ss. Give  th em  w h at th e y w ant! Las 
Vegas, H ong Kong, Milan, Milan now  is … h ow  to say? 
Broth el.’

O n th e  w ay out sh e  k isse d Karen afte r k issing K iril and said, 
’You got talent, you got taste . You are  young. Maybe  you can 
w ait but look , look ! W h at is around. Look  at overseas 
m agazine s – h e re !’ Sh e  grabbe d one  up from  h e r de sk  and 
pre sse d it on th e  girl. ‘Pornograph y. But if you w ant to m ak e  
m oney, you m ust be  w h ore .’

K evil took  h e r to lunch  in a R ussian club. Th e y h ad ice d 
borsch t. A  rattling floor fan blew  a soft bre eze . Th e  w aite r w as 
a grandfath e r. K evil spok e  R ussian to h im . Th e y laugh e d over 
th e  m orning’s ordeals and sallied forth  in h igh  spirits to ‘look  
w h at is around’. Karen sk etch e d and m ade  note s about th e  
fabrics th e y saw . Th e y laugh e d at th em  and m ade  penetrating 
obse rvations. Th e y got th e  fe el. Th e y covere d a lot of te rritory 
and only felt h ow  tire d th e y w e re  on th e  bus h om e . Karen laid 
h e r h e ad against K evil’s sh oulde r. Sh e  raise d it again w h en sh e  
felt a trem or of re sistance .

Karen m ade  a very sm all profit on th e  ten m etre s w h ich  sold so 
quick ly th at m ore  w as orde re d. Sh e  took  in som e  new  de signs 
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sh e  h ad done  – base d on R ussian tape strie s in a book  th e  
R osh anevs h ad lent h e r. Th e y w e re  to be  printed on velvet. 
Th en Natalia, Mrs R osh anev’s frie nd contacted h e r and sh e  
w as invited to bring in h e r original sam ple  de signs to sh ow  a 
potential client. ‘Could sh e  sew ?’ Sh e  said sh e  could and 
rece ived an orde r to print a de sign of gre en sprigs on a cream  
back ground for tw o bride sm aids dre sse s and fit and sew  th e  
dre sse s. Sh e  w as paid so w ell for th is sh e  contem plated buying 
a car.

R osie  arrived h om e . Karen saw  at once  th at sh e  w as now  a 
young w om an. H e r h air w as cut very stylish ly and sh e  w as 
w earing cloth e s th at really suited h e r rounded figure . Sh e  h ad 
a new  confidence  – sh e  even sounded diffe rent - R osie  w as 
m odulating h e r voice  and pitch ing it low e r. For th e  first tim e  
Karen felt a glow  of envy and re se ntm ent tow ards h e r frie nd. 
Sh e  h ad noticed R osie ’s reaction to h e r – surprise  and a h astily 
disguise d disgust.

Th e  Vach ettis com m issioned K evin to paint th e ir daugh te r’s 
portrait. H e  did m any sk etch e s th em  began th e  w ork  in oils.

‘It’s so boring,’ R osie  said to Karen, ‘I h ave  to sit still for h ours. 
H e  w on’t sh ow  it to m e . I h ope  it look s lik e  m e , Dad’s paying 
h im  a lot.’

A s Karen h e rself w ork e d at h e r print de signing and fitting and 
m ak ing up th e  bride sm aids’ dre sse s, h e r ne e d for food rece de d. 
Sh e  started to jog. Th e  e ffect w as alm ost im m ediate . Sh e  
started to look  sm arte r and sh arpe r. Sh e  w ent back  to Tae  
Kw an Do. ‘Good, you’re  losing w e igh t,’ Natalia said. Mrs 
Bark e r dare d not say anyth ing but obse rved h e r daugh te r 
ne rvously.

‘Don’t w orry Mum , I’m  not turning anorexic,’ Karen said one  
day afte r re fusing a slice  of bread to go w ith  h e r ch ick e n salad.

D igby w as about to say som eth ing but h is fath e r caugh t h is e ye .

Th e  bride sm aids’ dre sse s w e re  h ard w ork  but h e r m oth e r 
h elped h e r. ‘Th e y’ll look  lovely in th em ,’ Mrs Bark e r sigh e d 
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afte r ph otograph ing th em  for h e r daugh te r’s portfolio. ‘Com e  
on you tw o, I’ll tak e  your portrait.’ K evin w as th e re  printing 
th e  velvet as th e  w om en sew e d th e  dre sse s. H e  stood forw ard 
readily but Karen h eld back . ‘I h ave  no tim e  for th at nonsense  
Karen, it’s just vanity. Stand back  a bit K evin, turn to th e  righ t 
– no too far … ‘ Th en Mrs Bark e r rearranged th e  studio ligh ts. 
Again and again. Karen suddenly realise d sh e  w as be ing given 
a le sson in profe ssionalism . Th en it w ent be yond th at. Mrs 
Bark e r m oved th e  tripod righ t in, undid one  of K evin’s sh irt 
buttons, stood back . ‘No,’ sh e  said, ‘it’s all w rong. Go over to 
th e  print table  please . Push  th e  – ye s.’ Mrs Bark e r m oved th e  
studio ligh ts again. ‘Move  th at one  over h e re  Karen please . 
Ye s. Now  low e r it … furth e r. Now  bend over and look  up into 
th e  lens, K evin … Low er th e  ch in … Up a bit – Ye s.’ Th e  
sh utte r m otor clatte r-w h irre d. ‘O ne  of th ose  sh ould be  alrigh t. 
Just a m inute .’ Sh e  m oved righ t into K evin’s’ face , adjusted th e  
lens, turned h im  to face  th e  ligh t com ing in th e  w indow  and 
th e  sh utte r m otor w h irre d again. ‘Let’s se e  if you can capture  
R osie  as w ell as I’ve  caugh t you. Th ough  m ine  w ill h ave  th e  
disadvantage  of …’

‘O f w h at?’ h e r daugh te r ask e d.

‘I w ould h ave  pre fe rre d to capture  K evin spontaneously or 
th ink  a long tim e  about h ow  be st to pose  h im .’ Sh e  began 
pack ing up th e  ligh ts. K evin h elped h e r carry th em  out to th e  
car.

‘Lloyd’s out,’ R ene e  Mooney inform ed K evin.

‘W ill you tell h im  I called?’

‘H e ’s w ork ing w ith  Tim  W ate rh ouse , h is fath e r is paying th em  
to clear som e  land. Th e y’re  staying on th e  prope rty.’

‘O  K ,’ K evin said. ‘Th ank s.’

H e  w as stunned; Lloyd h adn’t told h im  h e  w as going aw ay. For 
h ow  long? h e  w onde re d. H e  returned h is attention to R osie ’s 
portrait. H e  k new  th e  Vach ettis w ould w ant to fram e  it in gilt 
so h e  w as w ork ing th e  colour dow n – and up in glints h e re  and 
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th e re  - to accom m odate  th at fact. H e  suddenly felt very tire d 
and h ad to lie  dow n. By th e  tim e  h e  got up it w as tim e  to go to 
th e  sh op.

‘You w ork ing too h ard on painting.’ Mr R osh anev strok e d 
unde r h is son’s e ye s w ith  h is th um bs. ‘Finish . It is finish e d. 
Stop. Th e y w ill pay you no m ore . Is pe rfect now .’

K evin k new  it w asn’t and re se nted th e  m orning h e  h ad w asted 
sle eping, re se nted Lloyd w h o w as affording h im  so m uch  
puzzlem ent and pain – w h y h adn’t h e  said h e  w as going aw ay 
to w ork  for Mr W ate rh ouse? W h en w ould h e  be  back ? H e  
didn’t fe el h e  could ring th e  Mooneys again; m aybe  th e  parents 
w anted Lloyd to stay aw ay from  h im .

H e  w ork e d intensely on th e  portrait th at nigh t th en look e d at 
it in th e  dayligh t. Th e  colours h e  h ad applied unde r electric 
ligh t only ne e de d lifting h e re  and th e re .

Th e  drafting h ad be en elaborate . R osie , dre sse d in one  of h e r 
new  Italian frock s, w as h olding h e r violin and look ing at m usic 
on a stand. Th e re  w e re  blue  and pink  h ydrangeas in a large  
bow l glazed in de ep, de ep rose  w ith  a de sign of fruits standing 
on th e  dining room  table. Be side  th e  bow l of h ydrangeas w as a 
glass dish  of fruit – plum s, a m ango, bananas, a pineapple.

K evin h ad developed th e  sk ill ne e de d for oils and th e  e ndle ss 
h ours of sk etch ing practice  h ad given h im  an accurate  e ye  and 
dexte rity. H e  h ad w anted to abstract th e  portrait but k new  th e  
m ore  academ ic th e  portrait w as, th e  m ore  please d Mr and Mrs 
Vach etti w ould be .

H e  concentrated on R osie  – w h at h ad h e  said about h e r? W h at 
did h e  k now  about h e r? Sh e  h eld th e  violin som ew h at 
carele ssly (th e  rende ring of th e  h ands w as very good) but h e r 
gaze  on th e  sh e et m usic w as intense . H e r frock  re inforced a 
sense  of care ful rich ne ss in th e  room . Th e  w ood of h e r violin 
gleam ed w ith  a touch  of th e  ligh t also re flecting on th e  polish e d 
table  over w h ich  w as laid a luxurious cloth  trailing a gold 
fringe . Th e  ch air at th e  table  w as uph olste re d in sh ining gold 
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cloth .  R osie ’s dre ss se em e d a little  too big so th at sh e  appeare d 
som ew h at im pose d upon by h e r surroundings. H e r h air w as 
com ing a little  undone , an e ffect K evin h ad created on h is 
m odel. H ad h e  be en unjust to R osie? H ad h e  m isse d som eth ing 
in h e r? H ad h e  m ade  h e r, de spite  h e r rounded figure  and face , 
le ss substantial th an sh e  h ad becom e? H e  decide d h e  w ould 
tak e  th e  portrait up and sh ow  th e  Bark e rs.

H e  unw rapped it in th e  studio room . H e  w as ne rvous. Th e y 
and Mel H opk ins stood, staring. K evil placed it on th e  print 
table  and took  up a position be h ind it, h olding it up. H e  didn’t 
dare  look  for th e ir reactions . Th e y crow ded forw ard.

‘It’s m uch  … It’s m ore  traditional th an I h ad expected. Much ,’ 
w as Karen’s im m ediate  com m ent.

‘Yeah , it’s not w h at I w as expecting,’ w as D igby’s reaction.

‘It’s gorgeous! W ill you do m e  next?’ w as Melanie ’s.

K evil now  dare d to look  at th e  parents. Th e y w e re  both  staring 
at th e  portrait. Mrs Bark e r glanced at h im , th en back  to th e  
portrait. Th e  sh e  m oved close r and began to inspect it closely.

‘If it w as a print I could sell k ilom etre s of it,’ Karen said, ‘in 
plush .’

‘It’s ve ry good K iril,’ Mr Bark e r suddenly pronounced in h is 
special de ep se rious voice , ‘w e ’re  going to celebrate . You com e  
and h elp m e , Karen.’

Everyone  look e d at Mrs Bark e r for h e r re sponse . Sh e  w as 
crying.

‘I’m  sorry, sorry,’ K evin said.

Mrs Bark e r just sh ook  h e r h e ad and pulled a tissue  from  h e r 
pock et and began to blow  h e r nose .

Th e y all stood around th e  portrait w ith  glasse s of ch am pagne .

‘To K iril!’ Mr Bark e r intoned and raise d h is glass.

Th e y all drank .
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‘Ye s. I’m  sorry I m ade  such  a fool of m yself. I h ad no idea 
you’d com e  such  a long w ay. You sh ould ente r it in th e  
A rch ibald – it’s too late  th is year but next year.’

‘W h at are  you going to call it m ate?’ D igby ask e d.

‘Portrait of R osie ’,’ I suppose .’

Th e y all stare d again at th e  portrait.

K evin w rapped th e  portrait.

In th e  k itch en, over a cup of tea, h e  found th e  ne rve  to ask  Mr 
and Mrs Bark e r, ‘Is it righ t? H ave  I said th e  righ t th ing? About 
R osie?’

‘W ell I th ough t it w as really a still life  - about th e  pink s and 
blue s and th e  w ood and th e  curve s of th e  violin,’ Karen offe re d.

Mr Bark e r nodde d reassurance  strongly and slow ly at K evin in 
an attem pt to oblite rate  h is daugh te r’s com m ent.

‘Picasso‘s portrait of Gertrude  Ste in is suppose d to look  m ore  
lik e  h e r th an sh e  did. I th ink  th e y’re  going to be  th rilled – 
th e y’re  idiots if th e y’re  not. And th e y’re  not idiots, th e  
Vach ettis.’ Mrs Bak e r w as look ing at K evin w ith  a new , 
re spectful w arm th .

‘It’s not finish e d yet.’

‘Don’t overw ork  it,’ Mrs Bark e r advise d.

‘It’s h e r but is it you, m ate?’ D igby ask e d.

Lloyd rang. ‘H i.’

‘H i.’

‘Um , h ow ’ve  you be en?’

‘Good.’

‘Th at’s good.’

Silence .

‘I’ve  be en up in th e  bush  clearing th e  W ate rh ouse ’s land. 
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Th ey’re  building a h ouse .’

Silence .

‘H ullo?’

‘I k now . R ene e  told m e .’

‘Can w e  get togeth e r – tak e  it easy?’

‘Sure . Any tim e . But I’m  w ork ing in th e  sh op and I’m  still 
finish ing R osie ’s portrait.’

‘O h . H ow ’s it going?’

‘Good.’

‘Good.’

Silence .

‘Um , w h en?’

‘’W h en w h at?’

‘W h en w ill w e  ch ill out?’

‘W h enever. Look . I’m  busy.’

K evin h ung up. Lloyd w as left h olding h is ph one  w ith  a cold 
fe eling.

R osie ’s fath e r w as so deligh ted w ith  th e  portrait th at, de spite  
R osie ’s prote sts, h e  insiste d on h e r giving a dinne r to sh ow  it 
off to h e r frie nds in its new  fram e  (m oulded gilt) and position 
– on th e  w all be h ind th e  table  in th e  portrait itself.

Th e y w e re  se ated at th e  table  for th e  dinne r, R osie ’s portrait 
w ith  its blue s, rose , pink  h igh ligh ts and gleam ing w ood, 
ignoring th em  in its gaze  tow ards th e  m usic stand. Th e re  w e re  
six of th em , including Karen, K evin and Lloyd.

K evin and R osie  w e re  diffident, Karen re se ntful and inclined 
to a brittle  irony and Lloyd conflicted. Th e  oth e r tw o gue sts – a 
m ale  cousin of R osie  and a m usical friend – w e re  puzzled and 
confuse d by th e  straine d atm osph e re . At one  point K evin 
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noticed R osie  look ing de spe rate .

‘Karen is doing really w ell selling h e r prints and Lloyd h as 
be en w ork ing h ard in th e  bush . R osie  h as be en w ork ing h ard 
sitting for h e r portrait.’

R osie  said, ‘O h  not th at h ard, I just h ad bette r th ings to do – oh  
sorry, I didn’t m ean … ’

And everyone  laugh e d.

Th e  cousin ask e d Lloyd about w ork ing in th e  bush  and 
Karen’s succe ss w as inquire d into. Th e  w ine  w as tak ing e ffect 
and th e  dinne r settled into pleasantry.

Lloyd trie d not to but k e pt glancing at K evin w h o w as lovely in 
a new  sh irt but pale.

Lloyd offe re d to drive  Karen and K evin h om e . K evin re fuse d 
but Karen said, ‘O h  com e  on, stop be ing a sulk .’

Sh e  got out of th e  car w ith , ‘Bye , don’t do anyth ing I w ouldn’t, 
you boys.’ And slam m ed th e  car door.

Th e y w atch e d h e r indignant stalk  dow n th e  path  to h e r front 
door.

‘W h at’s w ith  h e r?’ Lloyd ask e d.

K evin didn’t answ e r.

‘W h e re  are  w e  going?’ h e  dem anded w h en it w as obvious 
Lloyd w as not h eading tow ards th e  R osh anevs.

‘I th ough t w e  m igh t h ave  a sm ok e , Tim  gave  m e  som e . H e ’s got 
it grow ing in th e  bush  up th e re .’

‘I don’t th ink  so.’

‘W h y not?’

‘I don’t sm ok e  – or drink  – w ith  people  I don’t trust.’

Th e re  w as a long silence  w h ile  Lloyd drove. Th en h e  stopped 
th e  car. ‘W h y don’t you trust m e?’
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‘You just tak e  off w ith  Tim  W ate rh ouse  w ith out telling m e . I 
ring up, your bitch  of a siste r tells m e  you’ve  gone  aw ay. First 
I’ve  h e ard of it.’

‘I … I … It w as – Tim  just ask e d m e  and th e y w e re  going th e  
next day, practically. You’re  e arning m oney, I h ave  to get 
m oney for uni too. I never saw  you, you w e re  alw ays w ork ing 
in th e  sh op or on R osie ’s portrait. I never saw  … I’ve  got to 
m ak e  new  frie nds. Tim ’s doing Engine e ring so I’ll se e  h im , 
you’ll be  at th e  oth e r cam pus. I w on’t k now  anyone , you’ll 
h ave  Karen to go around w ith , at first. You’ll both  h ave  h e aps 
of m oney and I’ll be  struggling. I’m  th e  one  w ith  th e  car.’

‘Karen's getting a car.’

‘Is sh e? W h at sort? O h  com e  on, h ave  a sm ok e  w ith  a m ate .’

Lloyd drove  to th e  park land w h e re  th e y h ad m ade  love  th e  
nigh t of th e  form al.

Th e y sm ok e d th e  joint and sat in silence , brooding. Lloyd trie d 
to tak e  K evin’s h and but th is advance  w as rejected.

Afte r a w h ile , Lloyd started th e  car and drove  K evin h om e .

Just as h e  w as getting out of th e  car, Lloyd gabbe d h im  back  in, 
‘I’m  sorry! I … It’s h ard for m e , I’ve  got to … You’ll be  at art 
sch ool, th e y’re  all poofs, I’ve  got to … R ene e  k e e ps saying … I 
didn’t k now  w h at to do, I’ve  got to …’

‘Try grow ing balls,’ K evin said and got out of th e  car.

x
Karen w as able  to relish  K evil’s com pany – th e y h ad a few  
classe s in com m on at art college  and h e  w as h elping h e r m ak e  
up th e  orde rs for h e r de signs w h ich  w e re  com ing in regularly 
th rough  Natalia and oth e r source s.

‘You h ave  th e  com m e rcial eye ,’ Natalia said, flick ing th rough  
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som e  sam ple s Karen h ad m ade  up. Sh e  h ad regaine d h e r figure  
and w as, on Natalia’s advice , using h e r ow n fabrics to m ak e  
h e r cloth e s. Sh e  bough t a dum m y on w h ich  sh e  fitted th e  
fabrics for h e r cloth e s. Sh e  paid frigh tening am ounts for sh oe s. 
Natalia glanced at th em  in approval. W h en sh e  w as ask e d h ow  
sh e  h ad lost w e igh t sh e  w ould say, ‘I just don’t h ave  tim e  to eat 
any m ore .’

Sh e  bough t a car and saw  h e r fath e r’s accountant to w ork  out 
h ow  m uch  of it sh e  could w rite  off on tax. Th e  accountant w as 
also inve stigating h ow  m uch  of h e r cloth ing sh e  could w rite  off.

H e r succe ss w as evident. Most of th e  students and som e  of th e  
lecture rs treated h e r w ith  special re spect – it w as k now n th at 
sh e  w as already selling. Th is alienated som e  of th e  oth e r art 
students w h o de spise d any aspect of com m e rcial art. Karen 
trie d to com pensate  for th is in h e r Painting and H istory and 
Th eory classe s. Th en sh e  w as feature d in a Sunday 
supplem ent as a rising new  fabric and fash ion de signe r. Th is 
polarise d attitude s tow ards h e r.

Som etim e s, and be h ind h is back , in orde r to m aintain th e  
im age  w h ich  h ad overtak en h e r, sh e  re fe rre d to K evin as ‘m y 
K evil’. H e  w as an obvious object of de sire  and already 
recognise d around th e  college  as a special talent. Th ough  it 
m ade  h e r fe el guilty, Karen relish e d be ing se e n w ith  h im . 
W h en tw o m agazine s publish e d ph otograph s of th em  at an 
exh ibition launch  and a fash ion sh ow  h e  began to sh ow  
reluctance  to be  se e n w ith  h e r at such  events.

‘W e ’re  ve ry old friends, h e ’s a frie nd of m y fam ily. W e  h ave  
k now n h is fam ily forever. W h at a ch eap th ing to say,’ sh e  
proclaim ed to anoth e r student w h o h ad com m ented, ‘H e ’s such  
good p r,’ of th e  ph otograph s, th en sh e  h ad storm ed aw ay, 
aw are  th e  com m ent h ad be en m ade  in th e  spirit of th e  pseudo 
sm art conversation th e y h ad be en h aving. H e r h ypocrisy 
w orrie d h e r and sh e  didn’t se em  able  to re sist it.

K evin w as going around w ith  anoth e r gay student. Karen 
didn’t approve  of h im  but accom panie d th em  to th e  gay bars 
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th e y w ent to afte r college  and som etim e s on th e  w e e k e nd. Sh e  
longed to be  alone  w ith  K evil but th e ir social live s h ad begun 
to contam inate  th e  m om ents w h en th e y w e re .  ‘You sh ould be  
care ful, you’re  becom ing too gay,’ sh e  said during one  of th e ir 
vodk a se ssions. Sh e  h ad be en confe ssing to K evil w h at sh e  
didn’t lik e  about Martin, K evil’s new  boyfriend - ‘H e ’s strident, 
h e ’s supe rficial, h e ’s not really good look ing, h e ’s pretentious, 
h e ’s not going anyw h e re , really.’

K evil w as too w rapped in th e ir vodk a intim acy to prote st, 
be side s it w as all to som e  extent true . ‘I really w ant to be  lik e  a 
com bination of Kle e  and de  Kooning, you k now , lik e  Poof 1, 
Poof 2, Poof 3, Poof 4 … th en a new  se rie s but related – Gay 
Man 1, Gay Man 2, Gay – ‘

‘I get it, you don’t h ave  to go on ad infinitum . H ow  w ill th e y be  
diffe rent?’

‘Th e  poof se rie s w ill h ave  th em  in Lacoste   T-sh irts – I w ant to 
play w ith  th e  alligator logo and … I w ant to get a w h iff of 
A ram is into – I k now , I’ll glue  a bottle  on – ‘

‘Too W h itely. W h e re ’s th e  Kle e  in all th is?’

‘I w ant to call som e  of th e  Poofs th ings lik e  Th e  Tw itte ring 
Mach ine  and – ’

‘W h y don’t you do one  as th at baby vam pire  th ing h e  did? 
W h at are  th e  Gay Men going to be  lik e?’

‘I’m  not sure  yet, I w ant to reach  into th e  future . All I can 
com e  up w ith  is straigh t look ing m en.’

‘Maybe  th at’s th e  point.’

K evil fell silent. Th e y listene d to th e  w ave s sw ish  up th e  beach . 
A  w ind w h ispe re d th rough  th e  casuarinas. ‘Th e  tide ’s com ing 
in,’ Karen said. ‘W h at are  you going to do th em  in?’

‘I’m  just sk etch ing at th e  m om ent – I’m  using th at m odel w e  
h ad in Figure  for one  … m ainly acrylics, I th ink . I can say 
m ore  w ith  colour th at w ay. I th ough t I m igh t use  th at fluro 
plastic som e h ow , I w ant th e  m edium  to speak  m ore , I th ough t I 
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m igh t use  sh ow e r curtains. I rem em be r th em  from  th at tim e  
w e  w ent look ing at fabrics – rem em be r? Th e y w e re  great, so 
k itsch  – th e  one s w ith  th e  m e rm aids and th e  bubble s?’

Th e y laugh e d.

‘Th e  pink  one  w as th e  be st.’

‘Yeah , th e  gre en w as too tasteful, it w as alm ost eau de  nil.’

‘W h y don’t you do a study of cam p? Th e  Poof-to-Man th ing is 
too sch em atic. H ave  fun! Th at’s w h at I’m  doing w ith  th e  
fabrics. Som etim e s I can h ardly believe  people  tak e  th em  
se riously. Maybe  th e y don’t.’

‘Prom ise  m e  som eth ing,’ K evil said abruptly.

‘Anyth ing.’

‘Never give  up your study of nature . Th at’s w h e re  your be st 
de signs com e  from . All th at second h and stuff you do is crap.’

‘It pays,’ Karen said, getting up, ‘rath e r w ell.’ Sh e  w as very 
h urt.

In th e  m orning h e r m oth e r said, ‘Your fath e r h as h ad a job 
offe r in Am e rica, I don’t th ink  w e  can stand in h is w ay afte r 
all th e se  years of struggling. Th e y w ant h im  to w ork  on a film  
score  over th e re . H e ’s trying to arrange  for m e  to be  th e  stills 
ph otograph e r on th e  set.’

‘W h at w ill I do?’ Karen ask e d.

‘Th e  sam e  as alw ays, I suppose . W e  never se e  you in any case . 
Nor D igby. H e  can h elp you look  afte r th e  h ouse . W e ’ll only be  
gone  for six m onth s. You’re  old enough .’

‘Six m onth s!’

‘It’s for your fath e r, Karen.’

W h en sh e  w ent to pick  K evil up to tak e  h im  to college , sh e  
found h e  w as too sick  to go. ‘It m ust be  th e  vodk a. W e ’d bette r 
drink  ch am pagne .’
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‘It give s m e  a h e adach e  – unle ss it’s French ,’ Karen said.

K evin w as adm itted to h ospital again. Th is tim e  th e y k e pt h im  
in for tw o w e e k s. Pneum onia, som e  sort of pneum onia.

xi
Lloyd cam e  and visite d h im  in h ospital. ‘You crook , m ate?’ H e  
h ad be en sh ock e d by h ow  pale  and frail Kevin look e d and 
im m ediately de spise d th e  tone  and argot h e  use d, developed for 
h is new  frie nds.

K evin nodde d and pulled h im self up in th e  be d. ‘I’ll be  out 
soon.’

‘H ow ’s art college?’

Lloyd said D entistry w as pretty boring so far – th e y h adn’t 
done  anyth ing about te eth , it w as all biology and ch em istry … 
‘I suppose  you’re  h aving a pretty good tim e . I saw  you and 
Karen in th e  pape r, sh e ’s doing w ell. R ene e  bough t a dre ss 
sh e ’d de signed.’

‘W h at do you get up to?’

Lloyd look e d at K evin for a lead to h is tone . ‘Noth ing m uch , I 
h ave  to w ork  pretty h ard. I’ve  got to get th rough  Ch em istry 
th en I can forget it. I w as never m uch  good at it. H ow  about 
you? You se em  to be  getting about, it m ust be  pretty easy for 
you.’

‘Th e  th eory’s not. And I am  learning new  th ings, w e ’re  doing 
w elding, it’s good.’

‘You go out a lot?’

‘Not all th at m uch . I’m  still h elping Mum  and Dad and I’m  
doing som e  printing for Karen and h elping w ith  th e  deliverie s. 
W e  go to th e  pub on Fridays, som etim e s afte r college  – 
som etim e s during it.’
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Lloyd gulped at th e  opportunity, th en ask e d, ‘Can I com e  too? 
Th e  guys out th e re  – th e y all get pisse d and … it’s not m y style. 
You taugh t m e  bette r.’ H e  blush e d at K evin’s grin. ‘I don’t … 
Not lik e  th at. I … I h e ard th e se  guys talk ing about som e  gay 
dise ase .’

K evin nodde d. ‘You h ave  to be  care ful, som e  are  getting 
antibiotic re sistant.’

‘Th e  pape rs said you could get it from  m osquitoe s. R ene e  
m ak e s Mum  k e e p all th e  w indow s sh ut and sprays h e r room  – 
sh e ’s m ad but sh e ’s just putting it on. Sh e  trie d to spray th e  
living room  and Dad w ent fe ral at h e r.’

Mr R osh anev appeare d. H e  glanced at Lloyd, ignore d h im  and 
w ent over and k isse d h is son. Lloyd felt a pang. Th en K iril 
insiste d h is fath e r recognise  h is frie nd. Mr R osh anev grunted 
at Lloyd.

‘I’ll com e  and se e  you. Good-bye , Mr R osh anev.’

H e  did. K evin w as sk etch ing. H e  e xplained h is Poof/Gay Man 
project to Lloyd. Th en h e  ask e d Lloyd to m odel for h im . Lloyd 
w as h e sitant but filled w ith  longing – ‘You’re  sure  you w on’t 
sh ow  anyone? It’s just to practise?’

Kevin pose d h im , expe rtly and confidently running h is h ands 
dow n Lloyd’s legs, m oved h is fe et. Th en took  h is h ips in h is 
h ands and sw ivelled th em  to th e  angle  h e  w anted, stepped back  
and studie d th e  figure , h is e ye s sw e eping Lloyd’s e rection in 
th e  sam e  se em ingly objective  survey th at exam ine d th e  re st of 
h im . Th en h e  took  in th e  total effect and h e  began to sk etch . 
H e  sk etch e d furiously. Got Lloyd to ch ange  pose . Lloyd 
w atch e d w ith  conce rn as K evin took  in h is face  and th e  ch alk  
flew  over th e  pape r th en K evin snatch e d up a pencil and 
h atch e d and slash e d w ith  it. K evin’s palm  rubbe d, h is finge rs 
blurre d som eth ing on th e  surface  of th e  pape r. Lloyd longed to 
se e  th e  m ark s but K evin k e pt putting th e  sh e ets aside  be fore  h e  
could se e  th em , repose d h im , began to sk etch  again.

Th e y w e re  both  exh austed. Th re e  h ours h ad passe d.
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Kevin m oved over to w h e re  h e  h ad arranged Lloyd on h is be d, 
m oved h is h ands in confident posse ssion dow n Lloyd’s body. 
Lloyd’s dick  w as instantly alerted to th e  intention in K evin’s 
touch . K evin care sse d it, th en leant and took  it in h is m outh .

Lloyd trie d to engage  K evin e qually but h e  w as push e d back . 
K evin w ork e d th e  pole  of Lloyd’s dick , slippe ry w ith  h is saliva, 
w ith  h is h and, obse rved h im  as h e  surrende re d eve r m ore  th en 
– ‘No. No …’ and Lloyd blew .

W h en h e  trie d to reciprocate , K evin h ande d h im  som e  tissue s.

A s th e y got th e  R osh anev’s door Lloyd turned and said to 
K evin, ‘W h y did you do th at?’

Kevin sh rugged but th e y both  k new .

xii
Lloyd w as very unh appy doing Dentistry. H e  w as not sure  h e  
w anted to and h e  h ad not m ade  any real friends. H e  w ork e d 
h ard in orde r to dispel h is isolation. Th en h e  rang K evin and 
w as invited to join som e  of th e  art students in a bar.

H e  w ent one  Friday afte rnoon. Karen w as th e re . And Martin. 
Martin confronted h im  w h en K evin w ent to th e  bar. ‘So you 
k new  K ev at sch ool?’

‘Ye s.’

‘W h at w as h e  lik e?’

‘Lik e  h e  is now , sort of – h e ’s m ore  … w e ’ve  all m ature d since  
Year Tw elve , h aven’t w e  Karen?’

‘I ce rtainly h ave.’

‘H e  w asn’t gay at sch ool. H e  is now . I’m  h is boyfriend. Sh e ’s h is 
fag h ag!’ Martin w as tall and pow erfully built and de spe rately 
fem m e  and de spe rately out. No-one  lik ed h im  m uch  but th ey 
w ere  too im pre ssed by h is stre et sm arts to reject h im .
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Kevin returned w ith  th e  drink s.

‘Th ank s. I w as just talk ing to your sch oolm ate  h e re , se em s you 
w e ren’t exactly out at sch ool – h m m m ? I w as. Everyone  k new . 
No-one  gave  m e  any sh it.’

‘Th at’s e asy to im agine ,’ Karen said.

‘W h at do you m ean by th at?’

‘You look  as th ough  you played front row  forw ard.’

Martin sh rie k e d and fell into a brooding silence  w h ich  h e  
brok e  by accusing Karen, ‘W h y do you say th at? Front row  
forw ard?’

‘O h  I don’t k now  Martin, m aybe  it’s because  you push  so h ard.’

Martin conside re d th is, look e d Karen up and dow n discovering 
a new  re spect, and snuggled up to K evin in gloating trium ph .

K evin dise ngaged. ‘Let’s go,’ h e  said to Lloyd and Karen. ‘I’ll 
se e  you tom orrow  nigh t,’ to Martin.

‘W h e re  are  you going? I h aven’t finish e d - ’

‘I’ve  got to get on w ith  m y project. Karen’s giving m e  a lift 
h om e . You’ve  got to w ork  on yours too, it’s due  in th re e  w e e k s.’

Th e y left Martin de fiantly scanning th e  bar.

‘H e ’ll be  alrigh t, th e re  are  plenty of people  from  college  th e re ,’ 
K evin said as th e y w alk e d tow ards Karen’s car.

O n th e  w ay h om e  K evin ask e d Karen to stop; h e  vom ited. No-
one  said anyth ing for th e  re st of th e  journey.

Karen rang Lloyd th at nigh t. ‘W h at’s w rong w ith  h im , do you 
k now ?’

Lloyd could not voice  h is suspicions so h e  said m aybe  it w as 
just th e  w ate re d-dow n vodk a th e y se rved, you k now  …

As th e  year progre sse d K evin lost w e igh t, th en put it on again. 
H e  told h ow  h is parents h ad inte rrogated h im  about drugs. Mr 
R osh anev turned up at th e  college  one  day and created a stir by 
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se e k ing out h is son in orde r to se e  w h at h e  w as up to.

Kevin’s revenge  on Lloyd h ad allow ed th em  to draw  close  
again. A fte r it, Lloyd h ad ponde re d w h y K evin m igh t be  so 
angry w ith  h im  th at h e  abuse d h im  lik e  th at and K evin h ad felt 
guilty and h ungry for th e  intim acy w ith  Lloyd th at h e  h ad 
rejected. W ith  Karen, th e y began to go out as a trio – film s, 
partie s, dinne rs, openings … ‘A re  you a m énage  à trois?’ 
som eone  ask e d.

‘W ell, w e  don’t live  togeth e r, if th at’s w h at you m ean?’ Karen 
w as h e ard replying and it w as reported in a gossip colum n.

Lloyd h ad to endure  R ene e  bringing it up in trium ph  at th e  
dinne r table  and h is parents’ que stioning and disapproval. At 
uni som e  of h is m ate s dem anded to k now  w h at w as going on 
th e re . H e  h ad learned to w ink  and grin but h e  could se e  th e  
scepticism  in som e  of th e  gaze s. Again h e  retreated from  public 
association w ith  K evin and Karen. H e  trie d to garne r tim e  
alone  w ith  K evin but K evin w as re sistant.

Fortunately Karen w as giving alm ost w e e k ly dinne r partie s at 
h e r parents’ h ouse  to w h ich  h e  w as alw ays invited. R osie  and 
h e r new  boyfriend from  th e  Conse rvatorium  w e re  staple s. 
D igby and  Mel H opk ins w e re  tolerated because  th e y h ad to be . 
Karen got m ore  am bitious and began to ask  busine ss contacts. 
Th e  dem ands of h e r w ork  now  outstripped h e r inte re st in 
college; th e  lecture rs indulged h e r in th e  face  of h e r burgeoning 
succe ss.

H e r parents too w e re  doing w ell in H ollyw ood.

At th e  e nd of th e  year K evin cam e  top in th re e  subjects. 
Natalia w as convincing Karen to go to India w ith  h e r to 
organise  th e  m anufacture  of som e  of h e r fabrics th e re . Lloyd 
passe d w ell. R osie  w as off to Europe  again, ostensibly to 
explore  th e  possibility of studying violin in Italy. D igby 
announced h e  w as transfe rring to UCLA in orde r to furth e r 
h is com pute r studie s (and, it w as agre e d am ongst h is siste r’s 
frie nds, to fre e  h im self of Mel); h e  w ould stay w ith  h is parents 
w h o lived w ith in driving distance  of th e  cam pus. H e  th rew  



| 56 | Ian MacNe ill | Portraits for th e  Blind |

h im self a tw enty-first during w h ich  h e  got off w ith  anoth e r girl 
prom pting sensational h yste rics from  Mel. Martin, h aving got a 
glim pse  of a far m ore  privileged life  style , w as around a lot. A s 
Karen said, ‘H is aw fulne ss is fascinating.’ Lloyd found h im self 
h ypnotise d – and im m obilise d - by it too th ough  th e re  w e re  
occasions w h en h e  e xpe rie nced rage s of jealousy.

Karen w ent to India w ith  Natalia and, to h e r 
ch ape rone/com panion’s angry/envious conce rn, h ad an affair 
w ith  an Indian cloth  dealer. ‘H e  really w as a dish ,’ Natalia 
confe sse d to h e r assistant.

Kevin began to lose  w e igh t. Th e  doctors couldn’t find anyth ing 
w rong. Som eone  recom m ende d anoth e r one  and Lloyd m ade  
th e  appointm ent and took  h im . Th is one  diagnose d psittacosis, 
to everyone ’s relie f. Th en K evin collapse d and w as h ospitalise d 
again. Martin couldn’t stand h ospitals and in any case  w as 
intensifying h is e ngagem ent w ith  a law ye r h e  h ad m et at one  
of Karen’s dinne rs.

Th e  R osh anevs w e re  frantic. Mr R osh anev w anted to tak e  
K iril to Leningrad for treatm ent. H e  w as convinced Australian 
doctors w e re  incom petent. K evin k e pt re fusing, saying it w as 
psittacosis, h e  w as getting bette r.

And inde e d h e  w as. W h en Karen got back  h e  w as out and 
about, a bit sh ak y th ough  and h is h air h ad th inned. It se em e d 
as if h ad suddenly begun to age . Sh e  w as sh ock e d, th en 
distre sse d.

‘W h at’s w rong w ith  h im ?’ sh e  ask e d Lloyd. ‘W h at’s th is 
psittacosis th ing?’

‘You get it from  birds,’ Lloyd replie d and laugh e d w ildly.

Kevin got th inne r and th inne r. H is parents w e re  alarm ed. H e  
w anted to m ove  out of h om e .

W h en D igby left for California, th e  Bark e rs insiste d Karen not 
live  in th e  fam ily h om e  alone . Th e y w e re  going to rent it for 
six m onth s. Mrs Bark e r flew  back  to m ak e  th e  arrangem ents.
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Karen found a w are h ouse  in tow n, not far from  th e  college . It 
h ad living quarte rs and space  for tw o long print table s. Sh e  h ad 
overh ead rack s put in for drying th e  fabrics, rack s m ade  for 
storing h e r scre ens. Sh e  bough t w ash ing m ach ine s for m ixing 
th e  dye s and cleaning th e  fabrics, h ad a corne r converted into a 
h uge  dark room  for ph otograph ic scre ening. Th e  inve stm ent 
cost h e r m ore  th an sh e  h ad saved. W h en h e r m oth e r inspected 
th e  prem ise s sh e  said, ‘O h  good, w h en I com e  back , I can use  
your dark room  – it’s e norm ous! H ow  on earth  are  you going to 
h eat th is place  in w inte r?’

‘Th e  printing table  is h e ated. I h ave  to h ave  th e  fans going all 
th e  tim e  w h en I’m  w ork ing,’ Karen replie d and h ad th e  
satisfaction of se e ing h e r m oth e r’s sceptical look  transform  
into be ing im pre sse d.

K evin cam e  in. Th e  w as th e  first tim e  Mrs Bark e r h ad 
encounte re d h im  since  sh e  h ad returned. Now  Karen obse rved 
as h e r m oth e r m aste re d h e r appalled expre ssion. Sh e  did th is 
by rush ing up to K evin and em bracing h im . A s Mrs Bark e r 
w as not a ph ysically dem onstrative  pe rson, th is w as alarm ing 
but sh e  covere d it by exclaim ing about th e  psittacosis and h ow  
K evin m ust eat m ore  now . W h en sh e  w as w ith  Karen alone  
back  in th e  fam ily h om e , sh e  said, ‘Karen, you m igh t not h ave  
h e ard of it h e re  but in California th e y’re  all talk ing about th is 
new  dise ase  th at drug addicts are  getting from  dirty ne e dle s 
and h om osexual m en … I h ope  you’re  be ing very care ful, it’s a 
very te rrible  dise ase  apparently … it can be  fatal.’

‘I’m  not a drug addict and I’m  not a h om osexual m an. So w h y 
are  you telling m e  th is?’

‘I just … w ant th e  be st for you dear and I fe el guilty pursuing 
m y ow n care e r w h ile  you’re  struggling h e re  to get a busine ss 
off th e  ground.’

‘Mum , I’ve  got friends. I’m  em ploying som e  from  college  to 
h elp m e .’

‘Ye s but living in th at area … You k now  young people  can do 
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such  silly th ings, th e y’re  so easily led astray. I am  very relieved 
your broth e r is w h e re  w e  can k e e p an e ye  on h im .’

‘A nd aw ay from  Mel.’

‘I didn’t say th at. Th e y w e re  both  too young. Th at’s w h at I 
m ean, you young people  th ink  you k now  everyth ing.’ Mrs 
Bark e r took  a sh arp breath  th en burst into tears.

‘I’ll be  alrigh t, please  stop,’ h e r daugh te r said, putting an arm  
around h e r, ‘I didn’t m ean it.’

‘Its not you, it’s K evin.’

K evil said th e y sh ould h ave  one  m ore  vodk a tryst be fore  Karen 
m oved and th e  ‘tarted up’ (Mrs Bark e r’s w ords) place  w as let.

H e  could h ardly drink  but th e y lay in th e  arm s of th e  w arm  
sum m e r nigh t, listening to th e  se a, th e  h ush  of th e  nigh t. Every 
now  and again th e y sh are d th e  Bronsk i Beat and Jim m y 
Som e rville th rough  th e  W alk m an earpiece .

‘You’re  doing so w ell,’ K evil said.

‘So are  you. Mr Z denow icz said you’d probably get a sh ow  
w ith  your project.’

‘I w ant to do som eth ing diffe rent.’

‘W h at? O f course , one  alw ays doe s. But w h at? Not anoth e r 
political th ing, I h ope? W h y don’t you do portraits? You’re  so 
good at th em  and you alw ays said you could h ave  m ade  R osie ’s 
into som eth ing if it h adn’t be en a com m ission. I k now , w h y 
don’t you do …’

‘W h at?’

Karen h ad be en going to say, ‘ … a se rie s of self-portraits,’  but 
sh e  w as given pause  by h ow  le ssene d K evil’s look s w e re .

‘W h at?’

‘O h , I w as th ink ing you could do som e  de signs and I could 
print th em , w ouldn’t th at be  great? Lik e  Picasso and th e  pots.’
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‘Is th at it really?’

‘Ye s.’

‘I sk etch e d Lloyd once , figure  studie s. I m ade  h im  m odel, h e  
didn’t w ant to. Th en I m ade  h im  blow . I w as so pisse d off w ith  
h im .’

‘W h y?’

‘I th ough t h e  w as rejecting m e , I th ough t h e  w as …’

‘W h at?’

‘I w as look ing at th e  sk etch e s th e  oth e r day. I w as so pisse d off 
w ith  h im  I h ardly k new  w h at I w as doing but you k now  w h at?’

‘W h at?’

‘Th e y’re  really good.’

‘Th e re  you are  th en, you sh ould … H e ’s such  a closet que en.’

‘H e ’s not … exactly – m aybe  h e  is. I can unde rstand it. 
Som etim e s. I didn’t se e  h im , I w as so angry, I just w anted to 
draw  line s – slash  h im  out. I h ad to use  ch alk  or I w ould h ave  
… I couldn’t h ave  … W h en I calm ed dow n a bit I use d pencil 
and th en ch iaroscuroed in crayon - you k now  th ose  oil stick s I 
w as into? It w asn’t h im  but it’s incre dibly h im .’

‘Maybe  you sh ould give  h im  one . I’d lik e  one .’

‘I sh ould burn th em . I can’t th ough , th e y’re  th e  be st th ing I’ve  
eve r done .’

‘A nd you love  Lloyd,’ Karen said.
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xiii
Karen got a boyfriend, one  of th e  young m en sh e  em ployed to 
h elp h e r w ith  th e  h e avy w ork  of printing. Sh e  h ad so m uch  
w ork  sh e  h ad to sk ip college  fre quently. Th en sh e  decide d to 
de fe r. Th e  young m an, Sim on, m oved into h e r w are h ouse  w ith  
h e r. H e  too de fe rre d and set h im self to m ak ing sure  th e  cloth  
production w ent sm ooth ly. Karen w as fie ndish  about th e  
quality and th e re  w e re  conflicts over quality and quantity 
w h ich  w e re  stim ulating.

H e r fath e r rang h e r and lecture d h e r on giving up college , ‘I 
k now  it’s diffe rent th e se  days but in m y expe rie nce  it’s ve ry 
h ard to go back  once  you’ve  left. It’s m uch  easie r to get your 
diplom a, th en do w h at you w ant. You can m ak e  m oney any 
tim e .’

But Karen w as now  too involved in th e  busine ss. Sh e  h ad a 
loan to repay and th e  struggle  engrosse d h e r. Sh e  h ad h e ard th e  
ow ne r of th e  building w anted to sell and sh e  and Sim on h ad 
discusse d buying th e  w are h ouse . Th e y took  on m ore  w ork . 
Natalia brough t a group of busine ssm en around. Th e y w anted 
to ‘label’ h e r but sh e  w ould h ave  to de sign m ore  cloth e s. 
Natalia w as pe rsuading h e r to agre e  and buy th e  de signs from  
fash ion students, h ave  th e  patte rns drafted.

K evin h ad to be  h ospitalise d again. Th is tim e  a young doctor 
w as adam ant w ith  Lloyd w h en h e  w ent to visit, ‘You k now  
w h at’s w rong w ith  h im , don’t you?’

‘Ye s.’

‘Good. H e  se em s to be  in som e  sort of denial.’

‘Is h e?’

‘Ye s. And h is parents. Som eone  ne e ds to be  realistic, you’re  h is 
frie nd – h is be st frie nd.’

‘W h at’s w rong w ith  h im ?’

‘W h at do you th ink  is w rong w ith  h im ?’
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Lloyd h e sitated th en said, ‘I th ink  h e ’s got A ids.’

Th e  young doctor nodde d and strode  aw ay fie rcely.

‘Doctor!’

Th e  young doctor sw ung round.

‘W h at doe s it m ean – h ow  … W h at w ill h appen?’

Th e  young doctor took  Lloyd into a consultation room  and told 
h im  th at th e re  w ould be  m ore  and m ore  opportunistic 
infections and one  w ould carry K evin off. Th e y w e re  doing 
everyth ing th e y could but all th e y could do w as figh t each  
infection as it h appene d and each  tim e  K evin h ad le ss ch ance  
of beating it off. H is T cell count w as practically non-existent.

‘So it’s not psittacosis?’

‘I th ink  you k new  it w asn’t.’

Lloyd nodde d. H e  h ad no idea w h at to do or say or to w h om  h e  
w ould say it.

‘Try to prepare  th e  parents. Th e re ’s noth ing w e  can do, w e ’re  
learning m ore  eve ry day about th is th ing but at th e  m om ent …’

Lloyd w ent around to Karen’s w are h ouse  but sh e  w asn’t in. 
H e  k new  one  th ing – h e  could never tell th e  R osh anevs, th e  
doctors w ould h ave  to m anage  th at.

Again K evin got bette r, w ent back  to college . But h e  se em e d to 
be  w ith draw ing. H e  did a beautiful sk etch  of a cluste r of plants 
grow ing around lich ene d rock s in th e  Bark e rs’ now  rented out 
w ilde rne ss, all sage  and straw  colours, silvers and gre ys - 
subtle , elusive  but clear and gave  it to Karen w h o im m ediately 
h ad it fram ed in Scandinavian pine .

H e  ask e d Lloyd to go aw ay w ith  h im  over Easte r. Th e y w e re  to 
h ire  a launch  and cruise  around th e  H aw k e sbury. Th is becam e  
a m uch  anticipated excursion. Karen and Sim on w e re  to join 
th em  for one  day and th e  R osh anevs for anoth e r. Th e  rationale  
w as th at K evin w as going to sk etch  for h is landscape  class and 
Lloyd w as going to study – m olars, at last.



| 62 | Ian MacNe ill | Portraits for th e  Blind |

Th e  gleam ing w h ite  launch  w ith  its varnish e d w ood fittings 
re ste d on th e  w ate r, an im age  of som e  idyllic past utte rly 
be yond th e  reach  of th e  pre se nt. It w as astonish ing to set foot 
on th e  plank s of its deck . Th e y w e re  given an h our’s tuition in 
h andling h e r and a pole  to push  th em  off sandbank s if th e y ran 
aground. Th e y w e re  sh ow n w h e re  th e y sh ould go and told 
w h at to avoid. Th en th e y w e re  on th e ir w ay.

K evin w as at th e  h elm . Afte r an h our h e  found a quiet cove  
and th e y anch ore d. H e  w anted to sk etch  th e  h ills dipping into 
th e  w ate rs but ne e de d to re st. By th e  tim e  h e  w ok e  th e  sun w as 
sink ing and h e  w as only able  to dash  som e  w ate r colours 
across pape r to record th e  e ffect of th e  dying ligh t on th e  gum -
tre e d h ill and its re flection dark e ning in th e  pe rfect stillne ss of 
th e  e stuarine  bay. Lloyd drank  a be e r w h ile  th e  nigh t invaded 
and soft golden ligh ts sprang up in a few  m yste rious place s on 
th e  surrounding h ills. A  fish e d jum ped and th e  splash  w as lik e  
a Prelude  th e  rive r god h ad com pose d for th e  great nearly 
silent conce rt of th e  nigh t.

Th ough  th e  bunk  w as sm all th e y slept in pe rfect peace  togeth e r.

K evin did not w ant to leave  ‘th e ir’ bay th e  next day. H e  spent 
it sk etch ing, dabbing w ate r colours to capture  th e  e ffects of th e  
ligh t on th e  w ate r, th e  rock s, th e  bush . Lloyd applied h im self to 
a text book  and w h en h e  could stand it no m ore , w ent on deck  
and jum ped overboard, returning alm ost im m ediately, h is 
w h ite  sk in glitte ring w ith  th e  running rive r w ate r. K evin 
obse rved h im , ripped a page  aw ay from  h is sk etch  pad, orde re d 
Lloyd to stay w h e re  h e  w as and drew . Th e   ch arcoal, th e  
pencils flow ed over th e  pape r in great curve s and billow ed in 
sh adow s and struck  in electric line s.

K evin took  a blank et across to Lloyd w h en h e  saw  h im  sh ive r, 
th rew  it around h is sh oulde rs and slipped h is trunk s dow n.

Lloyd look e d around at th e  gloom ing gre en h ills. Th en 
surrende re d. K evin pose d h im  against th e  deck  rail, look ing 
tow ards th e  bow , laid th e  blank et at Lloyd’s fe et and began 
again. Th e  sun struck  Lloyd and w arm ed h im , lit fire s in h is 
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auburn h air.

Late r in th e  afte rnoon, th e y raise d th e  anch or and m oved on, 
m ore  for th e  sak e  of retaining th e ir se nse  of pe rfection th an for 
th e  ne e d of fre sh  vistas.

Th e y m ade  love  and Lloyd for th e  first tim e  felt – allow ed 
h im self to fe el de sire d and ch e rish e d. K evin’s passion h ad 
em anated from  h is ch e st and h is w arm th  h ad reach e d righ t 
dow n de ep into Lloyd’s be ing, flow ed th e re , th rough out h im . 
Lloyd m oved along th e  deck  in beauty, coiled th e  h aw se r in 
beauty, stood be side  K evin at th e  h elm  in beauty.

Th e y m ade  a fire  on sh ore  th at nigh t and grilled ch ops. Th e  
autum n w as blow ing in so Lloyd row ed out to th e  launch  and 
brough t blank ets. K evin rejected h is, drew  Lloyd’s about h is 
ow n sh oulde r, took  h is h and.

Th e y decide d to spend th e  nigh t on land, cleare d a space  and 
filled it w ith  casuarina ne e dle s, laid a tarpaulin over th em  and 
snuggled unde r th e  blank ets, re ste d th e ir h e ads on pillow s 
brough t from  th e  launch . A  nearly full m oon rose  and lit th e  
w ate r so th at it spark led as it turned against th e  rock s nearby.

‘I could never capture  th at,’ K evin said.

‘You don’t h ave  to capture  eve ryth ing.’

‘I th ink  you h ave  to try – try to capture  th e  beauty, to se e  w h at 
is th e re  and accept it. It’s h ard to explain.’

‘To a w ould-be  dentist.’

‘O h  give  m e  a break  … But you h ave  to be  brave  and strong to 
se e  and to accept w h at is th e re  and to really look  h ow  it fits 
togeth e r. Maybe  it’s th e  sam e  w ith  te eth .’

‘A nd gum s. I don’t th ink  so.’

‘I th ink  it is. I h ope  you w ill se e . Com e  to se e . I w ould lik e  to 
draw  a m outh  open – inside  a m outh  w ith  its te eth  dripping 
saliva and th e  gum s m agenta and pink  and purple  and th e  
tongue .’
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‘Getting in th e  w ay som etim e s. O f a dentist.’

Th e y did not sle ep as w ell. K evin h ad to go off into th e  bush , 
h ad stom ach  cram ps, w ish e d h e  h adn’t eaten th e  ch ops. Lloyd 
w anted to go w ith  h im  but h e  w ouldn’t let h im .

W h en th e  sun finally gave  h ints of appearing, th e y pack e d up 
th e ir sh ore  cam p and w ent back  on th e  launch . K evin th en 
slept and Lloyd joine d h im , finally also falling into a slum be r.

W h en h e  aw ok e  it w as ten. Th e y w e re  suppose d to pick  Karen 
and Sim on up back  at th e  w h arf at ten. H e  h ad trouble  w ak ing 
K evin, getting h im  to k now  w h e re  th e y w e re . Th en K evin 
started to sw eat copiously.

Lloyd rush e d to raise  th e  anch or, get th e  launch  started and 
h e ade d back  to th e  w h arf.

Th e  h our long voyage  turned into an unending nigh tm are . 
K evin began to scream  w ith  pain, to clutch  at h is h e ad, th en 
h is stom ach . H is bow els began to stream , th ick  stink ing pitch . 
Lloyd k e pt stopping th e  boat rush ing to K evin, trying to do 
som eth ing for h im , becam e  frigh tene d th e  launch  w ould run 
aground. Th e re  w as a radio. H e  called for h elp.

Finally th e  w ell populated bay appeare d. Th e re  w as th e  w h arf. 
A s h e  got close r h e  could se e  Karen and Sim on. Th e  launch  
m anage r cam e  out of h is h ut to w atch  as th e  launch  ch arged 
tow ards th e  w h arf. H e  h ad ask e d Lloyd over th e  radio if th e y 
h ad eaten tinned be etroot. ‘No! No! My friend is really sick .’ 
‘Food poisoning, th e y all get it,’ th e  m anage r h ad said. ‘Call an 
am bulance , h e ’s really sick .’

H e  saw  as Karen’s and Sim on’s face s turned from  bore d, angry 
im patience  to astonish m ent and w orry.

‘D id you call an am bulance?’ Lloyd scream ed at th e  m anage r 
afte r h e ’d caugh t th e  rope  Lloyd h ad h urled.

‘Steady on m ate , let’s h ave  a look  at h im  first.’ Th e  m anage r 
sw ung on board. ‘Leave  h im  th e re . You can clean h im  up w h ile  
I call th e  am bulance ,’ w e re  h is next w ords.
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Karen and Sim on scram bled on. Sim on back e d aw ay.

‘H elp m e  get h is pants off,’ Lloyd orde re d.

Karen th rew  th em  overboard. Sh e  orde re d Sim on to get w ate r.

Lloyd cleaned w h ile  Karen trie d to assuage  K evil’s constant 
m ew ing for w ate r. Every now  and again h e  w ould groan, th en 
start to scream .

Karen orde re d Sim on to get th e  boys’ th ings and put th em  in 
th e  car, se e  if h e  could find a sh op w ith  lem onade .

Th e  am bulance  took  th re e  h ours to get th e re . A  little , usele ss 
crow d gath e re d m ak ing sugge stions about oyste rs and crabs 
w h ich  h ad not be en prope rly cook e d.

K evin began to sh ak e  w ith  cold. H is bow els stream ed again. 
Th is tim e  th e  blood w as m ore  apparent.

‘Get h elp! Get th at am bulance!’ Karen scream ed at th e  
m anage r.

‘Alrigh t young lady, you don’t h ave  to yell.’

Th e  slow  cynical profe ssionalism  of th e  am bulance  m en 
evaporated as soon as th e y saw  th e ir ch arge .

Th e y got K evin loaded th en one  of th em  turned, ‘W h ich  one  is 
com ing?’

‘W e  both  are ,’ Lloyd answ e re d. ‘Sim on can drive  th e  car.’

‘O nly one  of yous can com e , th at’s th e  rule. W h ich  one  w ill it 
be?’

Th e  sm all crow d w aited, breath s baited, th rilled th e ir patience  
h ad be en rew arde d w ith  a glim pse  of th e  truly sick  m an and 
now  th is conflict.

‘You go,’ Karen said, ‘I’ll se e  you at th e  h ospital.’

Th e  am bulance  lurch e d and K evin prote sted fe e bly th rough  h is 
w eak ne ss and th e  pe rvading drug.

‘Ne e ds re h ydrating …’ Lloyd h eard. H e  h ad denie d k now ing 
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anyth ing w as w rong w ith  K evin – ‘any existing conditions’ 
w h en th e se  clow ns h ad started to inte rrogate  h im  be fore  th e  
crow d. Now  h e  w onde re d if h e  sh ould tell th em . W h at could 
th e y do? Th e y already h ad K evin h ook e d up to a drip. H e  w as 
about to lean forw ard and speak  to th em  w h en K evin stirre d.

H e  w as look ing at h im . H e  sm iled, h is w onde rful w h ite  sm ile  
dazzled in th e  gloom . H e  pointed to th e  little  blue  and re d 
ligh ts beam ing and blink ing on th e  am bulance  m ach ine ry. 
‘Pretty,’ h e  said and reach e d out to tak e  Lloyd’s h and. H is clasp 
w as w onde rfully w arm . Th en h e  sigh e d and die d.

xiv
‘Prick  w ill not give  m e  portrait of R osie , I offe r h im  fortune .’ 
Mr R osh anev w as quite  drunk . ‘W h at portrait w e  h ave? No 
portrait, just piss w eak  ph otos for coffin. Som eth ing to put on 
coffin.’ H e  turned to Karen, ‘You m ust ch oose  good w ork  – 
be st K iril to put on coffin.’

‘But you m ustn’t bury it! H is w ork  w as w onde rful,’ Mrs 
Bark e r exclaim ed.

‘Not bury! For coffin for fune ral! Som eth ing beautiful.’ Th en 
Mr R osh anev began to cry very loudly.

No-one  could m ove  in th e ir de spair.

Late r, in th e ir h otel room , Mrs Bark e r said, ‘I k now ! Th e y 
m ust still be  w ith  m y negative s.’ And sh e  rush e d to get ready 
to go out.

Sh e  developed th em  in Karen’s dark room .

Moth e r and daugh te r exam ine d th em  as th e y drie d. A fte r a 
w h ile  Mrs Bark e r said, ‘Th e y’re  not bad.’

H e r daugh te r could not re spond.

Th e  Vach ettis agre e d to lend th e  ‘Portrait of R osie ’ for th e  
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w ak e . Mrs Bark e r’s w onde rful ph otograph s of K evin, fram ed 
in th e  sam e  Scandinavian pine  th at Karen h ad ch osen for 
K evil’s plant study stood on th e  altar steps and on th e  coffin. 
Th e re  w as th e  young K evin, just em e rging as a m an, in th e  
Bark e r’s studio room  look ing out at th em  and at th e  print 
table , sh irt a little  undone  gazing into th e ir e ye s and close -up, 
h is w onde rful, innocent, se arch ing, am use d aw arene ss 
confronting th em .

Th e  R osh anevs h ad be en stunned w h en Mrs Bark e r h ad 
pre se nted th em . Th en each  h ad clutch e d one . Felia R osh anev 
h ad sw ayed and sw ayed clutch ing h e rs to h e r breast, 
m urm uring and sobbing in R ussian.

Th e y w e re  both  quite  drunk  at th e  w ak e . It w as h eld in an 
annex room  of th e  R ussian club K evil h ad tak en Karen to for 
lunch . Karen h ad be en entrusted to go th rough  K iril’s th ings 
and m ounted a valedictory exh ibition in it. Sh e  h ad purloined 
th e  figure  studie s of Lloyd and told th e  R osh anevs th e y sh ould 
give  h im  th e  last sk etch e s K iril h ad done  on th e  launch , w h ich  
th e y did afte r glancing at th em .

In th e  crush , Natalia told Karen th at Felia w as telling th e  
R ussian com m unity th at K iril h ad die d of a bite  from  an 
Australian parrot. Sh e  translated Felia’s w arblings – Karen 
w as K iril’s fiancée , h is first and only true  love. Mr Bark e r 
protected h is daugh te r as m uch  as h e  could from  th e  dem ands 
Felia attem pted to place  on h e r, w anting h e r to m e et th is one  
and th at, display h e r devotion and grie f. D igby stood for a 
w h ile  by Lloyd and th en Lloyd left.

* * *
Karen h ad m ore  th an one  opportunity to m arry w ell but h e r 
w ork  se em e d alw ays to w in out.

Sh e  h ad accepted th e  busine ssm en’s offe r and becam e  a ‘label’. 
Sh e  did extrem ely w ell, riding out th e  crash  of th e  late  e igh tie s 
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on a w ave  of prope rty inve stm ents. Sh e  began im porting 
fabrics from  India as w ell as h aving h e r de signs m anufacture d 
th e re . O ne  day, in Bom bay A irport, sh e  cam e  across Lloyd 
accom panie d by a m an w h o h ad som eth ing of h e r K evil about 
h im . Sh e  w as disturbe d and pretende d to be  covertly am use d.

Lloyd h ad done  Medicine  afte r com pleting Dentistry. H e  
specialise d in th e  treatm ent of A ids. H e  h ad be en in India 
contributing w h at h e  could. Th e  m an accom panying h im  w as 
an ad m an now  intent on good w ork s. Lloyd m et Karen’s 
am use d glance  of inquiry w ith  a look  th at said, ‘No. Not for m e  
– h e ’s straigh t.’

W h en Karen w as back  in Sydney sh e  got out th e  sk etch e s of 
Lloyd sh e  h ad tak en from  K evil’s w ork . H e  h ad be en righ t, 
th e y w e re  th e  be st th ings h e  h ad done . R eluctantly, sh e  
pack aged th em  and h ad th em  sent to Lloyd.

H e  ph oned h e r and ask e d h e r to dinne r. Th e  altruistic 
advertising executive  w as th e re . H is nam e  w as Scott and h e  
w as very tak en by Karen.

Lloyd h ad m any lovers.

H e  did not k now  w h at to do w ith  K evin’s sk etch e s, so h id 
th em  and did not look  at th em  again until h e  w as alm ost old.

Karen did m arry Scott; th e y h ad care e rs in lieu of ch ildren. A s 
h e r fath e r h ad w arned, sh e  cam e  to regret not finish ing h e r 
diplom a. Sh e  w ent back  to college  at one  point and trie d to do a 
portrait of K evil but failed. Sh e  did replenish  h e r de sign w ork  
w h en sh e  rem em be re d K evil’s advice  and returned to nature  
for h e r ideas. W h en sh e  w as alm ost old h e r de signs began to be  
re spected for th e ir m e rit but by th en sh e  k new  too m uch  to 
care .
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