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For John and Nik
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IT WAS BARELY light when Alice left the house. For the third day in a row, a van was parked opposite, and the same man in a boilersuit, a scar bulging through the back of his bristly hair, was having coffee and an egg roll at one of the concrete tables. She ordered chai at the kiosk and waited under a fig tree. From the oval came the barked commands of a bootcamp instructor.
Then she saw something. A movement near the man’s table, dark as a shadow. Yet the man kept eating. A horn blasted, the tinted window on the parked van slid down, and the driver gestured angrily. The man at the table drained his coffee. Alice reached to take the chai from the barista’s outstretched hand, and when she turned around, the man was limping towards the van and the shadow had gone.
As the van cruised out of the cul-de-sac, the driver looked back, directly at her. A cool wind blew. She clutched her weather jacket closed at the neck and sipped her chai. Then she walked over to the picnic table, just to check, but there was only a dirt patch where the grass was worn.

The first seventeen kilometres of the cycleway, Alice struggled to keep the e-bike upright against the wind tunnels that blasted between apartment towers, but she rode on, beyond the blue yurt housing an artificial surf beach, past the Ferris wheel 260 metres tall, and out to the edge of CBD3. When she dismounted, her legs were jelly. She docked the bike and ran her fingers through her tangled hair.
At 7.50 a.m., she stood on the yellow X outside the bulletproof gate while the facial-recognition system did its thing. The gate reluctantly clanged open. She passed through the metal detector, crossed the bridge spanning the fish moat, slid her satchel through the bag scanner and waited at another checkpoint with her thumb on the reader until the glass panel glided upwards.
She used to have dreams about breaking him out of here. As if.
Before her was a row of brightly lit transparent booths. She entered her name on the visitors’ booking pad, and the screen beeped, flashing green: Alice Kaczmarek + Prisoner 317 @ Maximum Security Vertical Farm @ 8 am, 5/9/2075, Booth 5.
It was not yet eight o’clock. She waited outside the allocated booth. On her first visit she’d triggered the alarm, attempting to enter ahead of time. She kept raking her fingers through her hair, which, she noted, was in need of a cut. She hadn’t been paying attention to such things.
A bell rang, and the booth clicked open. She entered and sat down. On the other side of the glass partition, Daniel also entered and sat down. He looked thinner every visit, and with his brown curls clipped, his face had become angular, his nose prominent. She felt a rush of protective tenderness.
‘I miss you,’ she said.
He gave a slow nod. ‘Likewise.’
Likewise? She needed to hear the actual words.
For a long while, they simply stared at each other. All day she told him things in her head, he was her constant invisible companion, but here, under surveillance and bright lights, those thoughts dried on her tongue.
He said, breaking the silence, ‘Your face is red.’
She touched her hot cheeks. ‘The wind,’ she said. She wondered how often Daniel got to feel the wind on his skin, or the sun. Perhaps when he worked on the rooftop farm. ‘What do they have you doing this week?’ she asked.
‘Maintaining the lifts. Fixing the water pumps.’ He opened his hands and looked at them – from where she sat, she could see the burn scars, raised and purple – before he clenched them into fists.
‘I spoke to the lawyer,’ she said. ‘He’s got some new angle.’ Not true, but she had to offer hope.
Daniel glanced up at the camera, in warning.
She changed topic. ‘I’m seeing Dr Patel before work. I expect he’ll agree.’
His face softened at that, and his hands relaxed on his knees. He said, ‘Leave work early today. There’s a storm brewing.’
‘Right.’ Not that anyone could trust the forecasts. Unless he meant a metaphorical storm …?
After a silence, he said, ‘You managing the house payments OK?’
She nodded. Barely.
‘And are you OK?’
He’d never asked her that before, not once in seven months. She forced a smile. ‘I’m not the one locked up.’
‘Seriously, Alice,’ he burst out. ‘The trial was a farce. That witness lied. The accident had nothing to do with me.’
Her head nodded rapidly. What could she say? She’d heard it too many times.
A bell rang – so soon – and their respective doors clicked open. They both stood up, no lingering allowed.
His dark eyes looked back at her from his door. ‘I’m counting on you,’ he said.
She swallowed, panic rising in her chest.
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SHE TOOK AN eVTOL-taxi back to CBD1, an extravagance she could ill afford, but her appointment was at nine. The Damselfly came to ground seven minutes early on the landing square outside the Republic Centre for Reproductive Medicine, and she paced the windy, echoey colonnade, thinking through her argument, before taking the lift to the fifteenth floor.
Dr Patel winced when she asked him. ‘You know I’m not allowed to do that.’ He was sitting on a front corner of his desk, in his crisp white shirt, his hands in the pockets of his pants.
‘And you know that’s unfair.’ Alice had remained standing near the door. When you sit down in a specialist’s rooms, you allow yourself to be condescended to.
‘Children of criminals are three times more likely to have a mental illness,’ Patel said. ‘And four times more likely to become criminals themselves. Social learning theory.’
She stared him out.
He lifted his elbows, hands still in his pockets. ‘Just explaining their logic.’
‘Daniel’s not a criminal.’
His head wobbled, weighing the idea. ‘Still illegal.’
She gave an exaggerated sigh to indicate he was being unreasonable.
‘Come on,’ he said. ‘The protocol is clear. Prisoners are not permitted access to reproductive technologies.’
‘But,’ she said, ‘you could argue that his sperm was collected prior to his arrest. Our embryos are there. Waiting.’ Four left, out of the original ten.
His tongue made a clucking noise.
‘A simple transfer.’
‘No,’ Patel said. ‘Can’t do it. Sorry.’ He went on, ‘You still living in that heritage row?’
A diversionary tactic, which she ignored.
‘Great spot,’ he said. ‘Five minutes’ walk to here. About fifteen on a Slider to your work …?’
She nodded absently. Daniel’s parting words – I’m counting on you – returned with all their weight.
‘Got car access?’ Patel said. ‘Alice?’
She blinked. ‘Yes. Carport.’ But no car.
‘Carport.’ He sucked air through his teeth. ‘Would it fit my intell-Merc?’
‘I’m not here to talk real estate.’ She reached for the doorhandle.
‘Look, hold on …’ He stood up, freeing his hands from his pockets. ‘Why not forget about those embryos. No, listen.’ He held up a finger. ‘Donate them. Start again, with someone who’s not a cystic fibrosis carrier. Then you won’t need IVF, or me.’
Abandon those embryos? How could she? They belonged to her and Daniel. She felt tears coming. ‘I want his baby,’ she said.
Patel looked genuinely concerned. ‘You’d have no support.
Working and parenting, all by yourself. No father for the child.’
‘He’s not dead,’ she snapped.
But the thought – he might as well be – hung between them.
A tense moment passed before Patel said, ‘OK, but still, that’s a tough gig. You’re not getting any younger.’
‘I’ve been taking Eterne.’
‘Eterne.’ His eyebrows shot up. ‘Where’d you get hold of that?
They haven’t completed the trials.’
‘I’m in the trial.’
‘But they called for over fifties. How did you get in?’
Alice shrugged. ‘They said forty was OK.’
He wagged his head. ‘You’re very slippery.’ But his tone wasn’t altogether disapproving. He added, ‘Who would have thought, back then —’
She jumped in. ‘— that you’d have this power over me today.’
He looked hurt. ‘It’s not about power.’
‘So, you’ll do it. The transfer.’
His expression turned shrewd. ‘I’ll think about it. If you, meanwhile, consider my suggestion. Come on. Be open to the idea.’ He paused meaningfully. ‘I’m planting a seed here. A different partner, a straightforward non-medical pregnancy.’
She walked out of the room and passed through reception without stopping to pay.
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ARRIVING LATE, ALICE dispensed with pleasantries and immediately began work on a prosthetic heart valve for which she’d already received the imaging. From a distant cubicle came a snatch of conversation: ‘… the leg had a strange growth on the knee, but the man was taken away before …’ Focused on her work, making up for her lateness, Alice didn’t listen any further nor pause to wonder.
By lunchtime the wind had died and the sun was bursting through the clouds, and Alice took a walk in the hospital garden. The sunshine pooled on one side, brightening the blooms of golden wattle, and she followed the circular path through shade and light, shade and light, and for a time forgot.
She had just opened her container of leftover maghmour, releasing a smell of garlic, when her phone vibrated beside her on the garden bench and the name of Daniel’s lawyer flashed. She grabbed the phone.
But it was the lawyer’s chirpy assistant. ‘How are you?’ Greeting Alice as a friend. ‘I’m working from home today. I’m in pyjamas.’ A giggle.
‘You’ve got news?’ Alice said. ‘Daniel’s appeal …?’
‘No. I’m ringing about the fees. They’re waaay overdue.’
Alice slid the call closed. Overhead, the palm fronds rustled drily. A sudden clear thought came to her: The lawyer is scared, of what Daniel’s up against.

Late that afternoon, the office windows suddenly darkened. Alice, standing at her workstation, saw the black shelf cloud hanging over the city. Lightning cracked open the sky, and a series of dramatic thunderclaps made everyone jump. Soon the rain came sheeting down, and when city sirens signalled the directive to shelter-in-safety, her colleagues headed for the stairwell, dragging on coats.
Alice went to the window. It was the kind of storm where angels fall from the heavens. That’s what her mother used to say: Angels are falling.
Citra, the head of HR, yelled from the exit, ‘Hurry, Alice!’
‘Coming.’ She grabbed her coat, pretending. ‘Just saving data.’ When the last person had left and the fire door slammed, she hooked her coat back onto the stand. From her window, seventeen floors up, she watched the little figures struggling towards the sealed underground bunker, their umbrellas blown inside out. She would’ve taken refuge in the hospital SUB herself, but Lowell would be there, and she wasn’t about to repeat that mistake.

She sat at her desk with Chopin for company, and moved her seat with the music, legs crossed, while she watched the rain splatter the window. Dr Patel. In his eyes, she was needlessly stubborn. She saw his point. A different partner would mean no drugs or scans. No procedures, no expense. Simple. She planted both feet, stopping her chair dead. Why was she even thinking about this? It was disloyal to Daniel. And yet … She leaned back again, unable to resist this train of thought … A natural pregnancy with a new partner. Just one test, a mouthwash, to check if he was a cystic fibrosis carrier. But who was this he? The ceiling lights fizzled, and her screens went black. Only the kitchen remained lit.
The rain grew wilder. She wandered the empty office, the desks left in disarray. It was 7 p.m. She made tea and toast while she watched the images on the kitchen screen: an uprooted tree crushing an autopod; a house sliding into the ocean. The Great Storm no.5, as it was already designated, was predicted to continue until morning. Effectively she was trapped. That was OK. She’d keep on with her work and later open out a couchette.
Her phone buzzed with an audio from Lowell: I’m in the hospital SUB. Can we meet up?
She felt a moment of regret.
At her workstation she resumed clicking through the 3D images of a lung transplant. Seven days post-transplantation and the pleural leaks had not resolved. She tried the pulmonologist and, getting no answer, sent through her observations.
An hour later there came another audio. Lowell again: Alice? Can’t see you anywhere
Through the evening and into the night, the lights flickered on for periods of time and she worked when she could. Once, when the office went dark and she caught the howl of the wind in the lift shaft, she experienced a moment of cold fear.
At 9 p.m., her phone beeped. A text this time: ARE YOU STILL IN THAT BUILDING? Lowell, shouting capitals at her now. Then another: I’M COMING TO GET YOU OUT
Quickly she thumbed her reply: A-OK safe at home
A curt response: GOOD
She muted her phone. But his panic had infected her mood. She glanced up at the rain hammering the window. In these older towers, glass was known to crack under wind pressure, objects sucked out.
At midnight, she went into the clinic, unfolded a couchette from the wall and lay down on the thin mattress. Lightning briefly illuminated the room through the clerestory windows, and she saw every object on the shelves with hard clarity before darkness returned and thunder vibrated through the frame of the couchette. She closed her eyes. She didn’t expect to sleep, but if she could rest, that would be something.

She jerked awake, sensing movement. Yes, there it was. A definite lateral shift. The building was moving. The damper system was supposed to control that. Now there came a creaking, like on a boat. She felt queasy. Objects tipped from the shelves, and a desk chair rolled into the wall. Reaching for her phone, she flicked to the news. An apartment block two streets away had split open, exposing whole furnished rooms. Alarm surged through her.
She scrambled off the couchette and zipped up her boots. She was grabbing her coat when the loud whoop of the evacuation siren began. Against protocol, she got in the lift and pressed G. The doors closed, the cab dropped a fraction, then it stopped. Through the shaft overhead came a groan, a building groan that terrified her. And now the lift refused to open. She pressed the button and banged on the doors until finally they inched apart. Leaping out of the lift, she pushed through the fire door and hurtled down the stairs.
She wasn’t the only fool in the building. Far below, she heard other footsteps in the stairwell, and a shout, but by the time she’d made it down the seventeen flights, her heart pounding, the lighted foyer was empty. Through the glass doors, she saw the night was pitch-black. All the streetlamps were out.
She could turn right to the hospital SUB or left to the Slider stop. She stepped through the water cascading down the steps and went left.

The red S-sign gleamed through the darkness. She battled her way towards it, through the roaring wind and splatters of rain. The street was deserted. Something struck her leg – a shoe? – and bounced away.
At the shelter, she peered out into the night. A broken-winged umbrella flapped eerily along the footpath. The gutter gushed with water, and when a Slider came at last, its doors parting, she had to leap to clear the overflow. The Slider was warm inside, and empty, the darkened windows reflecting the bright interior. She sat near the exit. All was quiet save for the whistle of the wind through the door seals, so quiet that when some metal sheeting struck her window, a shock went through her.
The Slider slowed to a crawl. On the parallel track, a Slider lay derailed, and under brilliant emergency lights, the rescue team were working with a robo-crane to shift it. Alice twisted in her seat to see if she recognised any of the crew, but in their windbreaker suits it was hard to tell, though perhaps the smallest one was Ngoc … Was it?
Her mind began its process of dredging up the horror of that other accident. The fire and the bodies. Daniel’s burnt hands.
The lawyer’s defence had been weak, poorly executed. Now Daniel was expecting her to do something, but what could she do?

When she stepped off the Slider, the force of the wind shoved her sideways and pushed at her until she was almost running. She lurched into Park Street. Up ahead, a gigantic wheelie bin came skidding out from between the towers and collided with a parked autopod, propelling it onto the road.
She crossed, staggering, to the park and headed down the diagonal path. The wind was howling through the trees. Strips of bark spiralled in the air. An entire branch crashed to the ground, blocking her way, and she stumbled across the soggy grass to grab the railing. Down below, the football oval was under water. A pile of black garments floated between the goalposts. Strange.
Sliding hand over hand along the cold, wet rail, she made her way to the first Moreton Bay fig tree, where she took shelter, crouched inside its buttress roots, while overhead the enormous branches thrashed the air, raining leaves and figs. A van was parked illegally in the turning circle of her cul-de-sac, water rushing round its wheels, but over its roof she could see her terrace, the windows still intact – lucky this time. The storm shutters were lowered, per protocol, on all the other terraces. At no. 5, Bill Quick was standing at the reinforced porthole in his attic, staring out. Hypervigilant, as always. She raised her arm in greeting, but his gaze was directed towards the oval.
Above the noise of the wind, there came a ringing sound. The gate on the oval fence had blown open, and it banged furiously against the metal pickets. Something caught her eye. The black garments she’d seen floating near the goalposts had been moved to the concrete slab under a picnic table. She looked around the deserted park. But by whom?

As she sprinted up her terrace steps, Alice yelled, ‘Open door!’ but her voice was whipped away by the wind. She turned her face to the camera under the balcony, the lock clicked, and the wind slammed the front door back.
Inside, she shoved the door shut behind her then beeped the storm shutters. Darkness descended. Waving on the lamps, she shed her satchel and coat and moved through the downstairs rooms, absorbing the stillness, the orderly calm of her home. It was only when she started up the stairs that she felt the weight of loneliness. She stopped in the bedroom doorway and looked at the bed, at Daniel’s pillow.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. It was 2 a.m. When she unrolled the screen, her neighbour’s face flashed.
‘You got in OK, then,’ Bill Quick said. ‘Saw you struggling out there.’
‘Yes. All good.’ She stepped into the room, her movement activating the lamp, and rested the phone on the blanket box.
‘Shouldn’t use Sliders in a gale.’
She began to walk the perimeter of the bedroom, checking for new cracks in the insulation aerogel. She fingered a long diagonal crack. How the hell was she going to pay for that?
‘You listening?’
‘It was a good trip, Bill. Had the Slider to myself. Though in that wind, I could’ve flown home on a broom.’
Bill went silent, probably thinking, Witch.
She took up her hairbrush and vigorously brushed out the debris. There was a crackle of static. In the mirror, her hair stood on end. Scared hair, was what Daniel called it.
Bill said, ‘Did you see that thing?’
She frowned in the direction of the phone. ‘Thing?’
‘On the oval. I watched it move.’
Alice felt a crawling sensation across her scalp. ‘You mean that heap of clothes? The wind must’ve blown them.’
‘No. Whatever it was opened the picket gate.’
After the call, she stood, one hand on the cool marble of the mantelpiece, picturing the pile of black garments under the picnic table. The fabric had a strange sheen, like a membrane, and there seemed to be a movement underneath. Or had she imagined that? Bill Quick was paranoid; he put strange ideas in her head.

She woke five hours later, hugging Daniel’s pillow. A buckled shutter let in a thin band of morning sun. She pressed her nose to the pillow, inhaling the faint smell of his sweat, while she forced herself to plan the day. Keep busy, keep moving forward.
She got up and touched External View on the wall screen. The park was strewn with leaves and bark, and two rostered neighbours were clearing branches. The wind had died. Safe then, to raise the shutters.
Daylight now entered the room, and with it the sound of voices. She opened a window, letting in the cool breeze, and looked out while she dressed. Betty Quick, in her orange weather boots, was calling instructions to the other woman as they operated the draining mechanism on the community compost.
Recalling her 2 a.m. conversation with Bill, Alice returned to the screen and zoomed in on the picnic table near the Moreton Bay fig. The pile of black clothes was gone. She checked around the other tables. Nada.
Then she pressed the Home Surround button and slowly panned her front garden. The leaves on the hibiscus were tattered from the wind. Green lemons lay in the dirt under their tree. The right side of the garden was in shadow, but the steps looked strangely dark. She zoomed closer, and her eyes widened.
A black shape draped her steps.
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SHE RAN DOWNSTAIRS in her bra and jeans, flung back the front door and stared at the black thing covering her steps, the gate behind it open. She stepped out onto the porch and bent closer. The black material was a membrane, like the wings of a flying fox, and there was a rhythmic movement, as with breathing. Then, from under the membrane, a head emerged and, turning, revealed a dirt-streaked human face. Fuck.
Alice reared back in horror and stumbled inside, slamming the door. What was that thing? On her steps. Leaning her weight against the door, her heart beating into a panic, she willed the creature to crawl someplace else, find itself another house.
But there came a scratching, claw on wood, and she sprang away from the door. She waited. If it didn’t leave soon, she’d ring someone. Not the police, not the Quicks. Who, then?
But now a muffled sound could be heard, a human voice, and Alice cracked open the door. The creature had crawled right up onto the porch, its head now resting on her doorstep. ‘Help,’ it said.
That was all it took. Alice grabbed hold of the membrane and dragged the creature into the hall. It was heavier than she’d expected, and longer. The wings trailed in the path of the door, and she had to use her bare foot to scoop them inside. She kicked at the door, catching sight of Betty Quick looking up before it slammed.
Now what? Warmth, Alice decided. She hauled the creature through the house, shuffling backwards, and into the kitchen, where she heaved it over onto its back on the heated tiles. A musky odour filled the room.
She stared. The dark wings were folded around its body. The human face was smudged with dirt, the hair filthy and matted. The eyes watching her were dull, sunken, like those of her Airedale with tick paralysis. This creature was dying. Bat Lyssavirus.
‘Are you infected?’ Alice asked.
A slow nod.
But had it really understood her? She went to the sink, ran water into a glass and, gently lifting the creature’s head, tipped the glass to its lips – human lips – and then lowered the head. Its face softened into sleep.
Alice’s hands were soiled. Her foot was slimed with a dark substance. She went into the laundry and scrubbed her hands till her skin turned pink, then lifted her foot into the tub. It was when she was drying her foot that panic struck, and she clutched at the towel until the feeling passed.
Dumping the towel into the basket, she activated the wet&dry to clean up the trail of dirt and leaf matter, then went upstairs to her bedroom and pulled on her shirt. She stopped and smelt her hands and went down the five steps to the bathroom on the middle landing and washed them once more. Lyssavirus. She looked in the mirror, at the dark circles under her eyes, and gripped the sink with both hands. What are you doing? she accused her reflection. You have enough trouble on your plate.
Slowly she buttoned her shirt and packed her satchel and then descended the stairs, one reluctant step at a time. She couldn’t take the day off work to deal with this situation, she had no leave left. At the kitchen doorway she stopped, afraid. What was this thing? Could it turn on her?
The creature stirred, and Alice, from where she stood, said, ‘What are you?’
Liquid spilled from the mouth, then the lips moved, a low sound, something indistinct.
Alice strained to listen. She caught one faint word –
‘… experiment.’

On her way to work, she called Wildlife Rescue. Recognising the voice of the person who answered, she closed the call and rang an interstate branch.
‘I need to know if I’m fully inoculated against Australian Bat Lyssavirus,’ she said.
The man on the other end cleared his throat noisily. ‘Sorry, a chickpea. Did you have the four-dose course?’
‘I did.’
‘How long ago?’
‘Two years.’
Another hawking noise. He yelled, ‘Then you might need a booster.’
‘If a person contracts lyssavirus, there’s no cure, is there?’
A pause on the other end. ‘No. The infected person dies within weeks.’
‘What happens to a flying fox if it has contracted ABLV?’
‘It’s euthanised. Why, have you found a sick —?’
She hung up.
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EMERGENCY VEHICLES WAILED through CBD1. The apartment tower that had split open like a doll’s house stood at a lean, the surrounding block cordoned off. Alice approached her workplace with trepidation, but the building looked as normal, undamaged, the debris littering the steps the only evidence of last night’s storm, her panicked flight.
The lift was crowded and abuzz with excited chat, but she stayed silent, thinking of the infected creature lying in her kitchen.
All morning she was kept busy with requests from the transplant specialists. Busy was good. It occupied her thoughts, quelled her dread.
At lunchtime, she ate crackers with cheddar at her desk, while from the kitchen came bursts of laughter and the smell of hot food. The cheese turned to mush in her mouth. Why had she brought the creature inside? What a mistake. She pulled out her personal laptop, brushing aside the crackers on her desk, and checked for recent cases of lyssavirus. Thirteen reported.
A voice travelled from down the corridor. Dr Quentin Xu, calling his hellos into the lunchroom, to the radiographers and radiologists. Alice snapped her laptop closed and stood up at her screen. Xu, in orthopaedics, was the only surgeon who visited, preferring to explain a request in person. He gave a nod as he drew near. She returned the nod.
His eyes went to her screen, to the sonographic survey. ‘Kidney transplant.’
‘Yes.’
‘Signs of rejection?’
A possible urinary leak, but she wasn’t going to divulge that.
Dr Xu’s chin jutted forward as he peered at another surgeon’s name on the image. He was nosy, old Xu. Perhaps that was why he visited – to check up on his colleagues.
She clicked the screen to dark and turned to face him. ‘Dr Xu?’
‘A patient with a bone tumour,’ he said. ‘I’d like you to oversee all the pre-op CT scans and MRIs. I’ll need a 3D model to plan the resection.’
Nothing new there. He’d already sent the request through that morning.
‘And I want you to do the PSI.’
Patient-specific implants were her specialty. The image acquisition had to be precise to ensure an accurate object. She was good at precision – just couldn’t handle the mess in her personal life.
‘This patient is coming from Guangzhou for the surgery. She thinks she is important.’ He paused. ‘Her family is wealthy, extremely wealthy.’
Alice lifted her eyebrows at him. So?
‘Someone in the family was a governor.’
Ah, that’s why he’d come in person. To apply pressure.
‘So of course, I want the most skilled engineer.’
Throw in some flattery.
He frowned at the broken crackers on her desk. ‘Not dieting, are you?’ He pinched the flesh on her arm through her shirt. ‘The ones who diet are the ones who don’t need to.’
‘Not dieting. Just busy.’
He took the hint, nodded and left.

A short time later, Citra popped her head around the cubicle screen. Citra was growing out her hair; half of it was its natural shiny grey, while the ends were dry and brown.
Citra said, ‘Dr Xu likes to visit you.’ As head of HR, she knew everyone’s business.
Alice didn’t respond, unsure what the comment implied.
‘He must like the personal touch.’
‘I guess.’
‘About last night …’ Citra paused. ‘I couldn’t see you in the SUB. I scouted around. You know when there’s a dangerous storm, I’m supposed to check if —’
‘I went home. Sorry.’
‘You risked a Slider? Next time, if you could —’
‘Sure.’
‘And listen, I know you’ve been having … specialist appointments, and with your partner, his situation, if you ever need to talk, or to take special leave …’
Special unpaid leave. ‘No. But thanks. Appreciated.’ End of conversation.
After Citra left, Alice felt unsettled, her usual calm focus shot. She started on the weekly report to her supervisor, who worked off-site, but by late afternoon all she could think about was the creature. Would it still be lying where she’d left it? Where had it come from, with that strange deformity? Was it an experimental subject? Not wanting these intrusive speculations to impact her work, she left early, using the stairwell.
On the Slider home, she reached a decision. Tonight, she would drag that thing into the back lane or dump it in the park. It was not her problem.
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SHE STOPPED BY the Macedonian Larder, knowing there was no way she was going to cook with the creature in her kitchen. The Larder smelt of warm bread. Her friend Lidija, in headphones, was kneading dough out back. Lidija lifted her chin in greeting, sent through a tub of their house pindjur with the order, and lifted her chin again in farewell. Alice stowed the tub in her satchel and, holding her warm takeaway under her coat, walked briskly through the chilly air.
She entered the hallway without a sound, paused and listened. She sensed the creature being there, inside the house. In socks, she approached the kitchen – sneaking into my own home – but stopped when she heard a scratching. Not dead yet then. She peered around the doorway. The creature lay on the floor where she’d left it, the tiles around it soiled. The musky odour of the wings was strong, repellent. She watched the creature’s chest, the barely perceptible rise and fall. Later she would deal with it, much later.
Upstairs, she set the Mission to Mars Highlights on low volume and, sitting on the bed, one leg tucked up, tore open the warm paper bag. On the screen, Henry Wu was heating a pasta ready-meal while Mandy Magee plucked some romaine lettuce from the garden bed and tossed it with balsamic. Alice ate her spinach burek, dipping it into the pindjur, absorbed in watching the Australian space travellers make their simple meal under remarkable conditions, millions of kilometres from Earth.
Then, over the voices on screen, she heard an odd sound and waved the program silent. A moaning, from the kitchen. She screwed up the oily paper in her hands. That thing couldn’t be avoided any longer.
She went to the darkened window and looked out. Rugby players were grunting on the oval. On the far side, under the bright lights of the tennis courts, little figures darted about, racquets outstretched. The park was busy day and night, even into the early hours, and the lane behind her house carried constant foot and cycle traffic. She’d need to get up at 4 a.m. to drag the creature from the house. Even then, there’d be somebody. There was camera surveillance too, with few blind spots. She’d have to watch it didn’t scratch her, although she’d still have some immunity from her time with Wildlife Rescue. Her gaze settled on the community compost bin. The mouth of the chute was wide and set low. If she could find a compostable bag big enough … She covered her mouth with her hand, appalled at the direction of her thoughts.
Dressed in black sweatpants and a navy pullover, she went down to the kitchen. The creature was moaning in its sleep. There was dark matter on the tiles all around it, some liquid too. She spread old towels to soak up the mess and stood back.
But then curiosity overwhelmed her.
Hauling the table aside to make room, she cautiously pulled at the tip of the right wing until the membrane was fully extended. She stared. Underneath the wing was a human body, the right side now visible, clad in a torn and muddy skin-suit – but where the hand should have been were four elongated fingers and a thumb with a hook. She let go of the wing tip. Flying fox fingers. Flying fox wings. How on earth had they done that?

Alice set her Q-com to scan for recent research articles on stem cells and xenotransplantation. Some experimental work came up, all conducted overseas. She pushed back her chair, fear rushing through her. No matter the where or the how, she didn’t want this experiment in her home.
She walked towards the kitchen, determined to drag the creature out to the carport, but at the sight of the enormous spread of wing, she stopped, suddenly comprehending the creepy logic. The bone structure of a human arm – humerus, radius and ulna, and phalanges – was similar, after all, to that of a flying fox wing.
Kneeling on the towels, she reached out a tentative hand. The membrane of the wing felt soft, silky, like the skin of a human eyelid. Along the length of the human arm were knobby scars where the edge of the wing was embedded. When she examined the wrist, where the hand had been amputated and the flying fox fingers grafted, she experienced a shock of empathic pain.
She opened out the stretchy webbing between the long, thin fingers. Some damage, but no large holes. With a flying fox, that damage would repair, given time. The phalanges themselves were unbroken.
She moved round to the other wing, which was still tightly folded.
‘Don’t.’
Startled, Alice sat back on her heels. The soft deep voice a reminder she was dealing with a human, at least in part. Had she really meant to drag it, sick and wounded, into the cold night?
‘You have lyssavirus, I think,’ she said. ‘I’ll get someone from Wildlife Rescue to confirm.’
‘They’d report me.’
‘To whom?’
‘The lab.’
Alice stood up. She was in trouble here. She took a cloth from the drawer and ran it under hot water. Any more problems with the authorities, and she could lose the house, even her job. Her back to the creature, she said, ‘How did you escape?’
‘I flew.’ The creature spoke with effort. ‘Over the wall.’
Alice turned. ‘You can fly?’
‘Not now.’ The left wing opened a little. ‘Barbed wire.’
Alice squeezed out the warm cloth and, squatting down, began to wipe the dirt from the creature’s face. Her inner cynic was warning her – Flying, really? She ran her fingers across the smooth forehead. Not a wrinkle, not a blemish. What exactly was she dealing with? She thought of the new generation of humanoids she’d read about. She put down the cloth and leaned in closer. Was that skin, or was it frubber?
The creature was asleep. Alice left it there and slipped out of the kitchen. That night, she locked her bedroom door. Just in case.
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THE NEXT MORNING, Saturday, it was raining. A light patter on the metal roof of the balcony. Alice stayed late in bed with the blinds drawn and the bedding bunched around her, debating with herself about the situation downstairs. The creature most likely had ABLV. She could bundle it into an autopod and dump it near a hospital. There was still the risk of being caught on CCTV. Who could help her? No one. No one must know. And overriding all of this was one troubling thought: the creature or cyborg, or whatever the hell it was, had come to her house, to ask for her help.
She unlocked the bedroom door, went out onto the landing, and listened. There was no sound, yet she felt its presence. My uninvited guest. She crept down to the kitchen in bare feet. From the doorway, one foot on top of the other, she observed the hybrid creature, the rise and fall of its chest, the dark wings. For the time being, it was too weak to pose a threat.
She hunted out a pack of ReVitalyz and tipped the powder from two sachets into a milkshake cup of water, then scrabbled around in a drawer for a Bendie. She set the cup on the ground with the metal straw pointed towards the creature’s mouth. The eyelids fluttered.
She turned up the underfloor heating and backed away.

The Maxi came into view, rising tall and impenetrable behind its spiked perimeter walls, a depressingly familiar sight made grimmer by the drizzle falling from the heavy sky. Alice docked the bike and shook the rain from her jacket, and while she passed through the routine screening, she considered what news to bring Daniel. Not a word, of course, about her winged visitor, not when every conversation in the cubicles was recorded and later surveilled. No, she would talk about Patel.
‘Dr Patel is coming round to the idea,’ she said, when they were both seated. The frozen embryo transfer was what she meant.
Daniel nodded. He understood.
‘There are four remaining.’ Embryos, she meant.
He nodded again.
‘Although Patel seems more interested in our house.’
‘Why? Does he want to buy it?’ Daniel gave a rare smile. He was different today. Softer, more relaxed. It crossed her mind that he’d been sedated. ‘You’re wet,’ he said. They both smiled at this observation.
A droplet dripped from her fringe, and she brushed it away.
‘It’s raining.’
He frowned. ‘You didn’t drive?’
‘Daniel, there were bills to pay.’ She hesitated. ‘The rego was due. I had to sell it.’
She expected dismay or anger – his beloved e-Jag classic– but he said, ‘You cycled here? All that way?’ And sat back, looking at her, with a new appreciation of her effort.
He said, ‘I miss sitting on the balcony with you. At dusk.’ And then, out of nowhere, he added, ‘Watching the flying foxes coming in.’
She stared at him. Daniel talking about flying foxes, casually, without latent meaning. She followed his lead. ‘Remember that night we were on the balcony, having dinner, and it hailed? The oval was dotted with white balls.’
He looked thoughtful. ‘The flying foxes went silent in the fig trees.’
Again, with the flying foxes.
They talked some more, about inconsequential things, and then the bell rang, startling her, and she got up and mouthed, ‘I love you,’ and he winked in reply.
In a daze, she walked out of the Maxi and stood hugging herself in the light rain. Flying foxes.

On the return ride, the rain stopped and the sky turned blue, and Alice, reluctant to face the problem at home, took a detour to the old apartment. She was straddling the bike, staring up at the third-floor balcony, when a memory came to her. Her child self, on a stool at the kitchen bench, watching her mother’s deft hands shaping dumplings … the warm smell of potato.
There was so much comfort in this memory that she stayed there a while longer, thinking of her mother.
Then a loneliness swept through her.

She went straight to the kitchen, hoping that her unwanted guest had somehow vanished, but no, there it was, occupying the same space on the floor, the wings cloaking the body. In the warm enclosed room, the musky smell was overpowering. She pushed back the bi-fold doors and opened the louvre windows, then gathered up the soiled towels and tossed them in the laundry. The creature did not stir. She bent to pick up the metal cup. The vitamin mixture had been drunk, so that was something. But the creature’s breathing was ragged. How long could it survive like that?
She made herself a glass of green tea and carried it upstairs to the balcony, where she leaned against the rail, her face warmed by the thin wintry sun. It was normal life out there. Children squealed under a fig tree as they whacked a birthday piñata, the tai chi group were performing their movements on the grass, and the aunties in their headsets square-danced on the oval. Today being Saturday, the medievalists were assembling armour in the rotunda, the clanking sound carrying across the park.
‘A 1001-piece jigsaw puzzle,’ Daniel used to say of this scene.
Her hand trembled. Hot tea spilled onto the back of her hand, and she plonked the glass onto the table and sat down, tucking the scalded hand under her thigh. She needed a plan. It was time to do something instead of just hoping. Think. Think. Daniel’s lawyer didn’t want to pursue the case, this was clear. Perhaps he’d been warned off. Or bribed, came the cynical voice. Yes, that was possible. And now there was this problem downstairs – how long could she provide harbour?
A circle of people had gathered near the outdoor gym. She moved her head to see what the attraction was. It appeared to be an enormous dog – an Irish wolfhound? Standing up, she saw not one but two wolfhounds. A white fluffy dog yapped at them, but they stood there unperturbed.
She jogged across the oval to join the crowd. It was years since she’d seen a large dog. Emi from no. 1 was there, clutching her Pomeranian protectively to her chest. ‘Dog that size is not allowed in city area,’ Emi said. Her eyes flashed blue in the sunlight.
But the owner of the wolfhounds, a small man with messy hair and a straggly beard, was as unfazed as his dogs. ‘Just out having a walk. No harm done.’ An Irish lilt to his voice. He tugged on the forked leash, and he and the dogs wandered away to a parting chorus from the white fluffies.
Alice followed the Irishman up Park Street as far as the main road, for no reason other than to admire his dogs, but she stopped short at the corner when, without waiting for a green light, the man sauntered across the cycle/autopod lane, then the courier lane and then the first Slider track. She almost called out as three white vans came speeding towards him, but he waited calmly between the tracks for the vans to pass, the blare of their horns making the wolfhounds cower, before he completed his crossing. She smiled to herself. The man’s disregard for rules was exhilarating.
Then her phone vibrated on her wrist, and the lawyer’s face flickered on the screen. Urgently she thumbed up the volume. ‘Yes? Hello?’ She pressed a finger to her other ear. ‘You’ve got news?’ An appeal. Give me something.
‘Right, yes. Well, no.’ A sigh. ‘To be frank, without new evidence I can’t see any way forward.’
It took a moment to sink in. ‘So that’s it?’
‘Afraid so.’
‘And that’s why you rang?’
He cleared his throat. ‘There is the matter of the overdue fees.’
She flicked the call off. It was over. Daniel was being left to rot. Horns sounded. Further up the cross street, the Irishman and his two wolfhounds were weaving through the traffic. Her eyes tracked their progress. That was when it hit her, with the force of a revelation: to get Daniel out, she’d need to think beyond the law.
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ALICE STOOD AT the door of her allocated booth, waiting her time. It was Sunday. Inside the soundproof booth, a silent drama was being enacted – a male visitor doubled over, shoulders shaking, while the prisoner, wearing the standard jumpsuit and her blonde hair scraped into a ponytail, watched, impassive. What had she said to him?
The door clicked and swung open, and the male visitor hurried out, face averted, and Alice went into the booth at the same time that Daniel entered on the other side of the glass partition. They sat down and looked at each other. She gave a nervous smile. The bearer of bad lawyer news.
But Daniel spoke first. ‘I woke up today,’ he said, ‘thinking about that flying fox orphan.’
She caught her breath. Flying foxes – again?
‘They didn’t expect it to live,’ he said.
‘No,’ she said. Its mother hanging electrocuted, on a country powerline.
‘You nurtured it. It survived.’
She remembered: her first task, dabbing into the pup’s tiny wing-pits to clean out the maggots and fly eggs. But where was Daniel going with this?
‘It was like with a child. That’s what I was thinking when I woke up.’
What was he saying? That the orphan bat thrived, but their baby never had that chance?
Their eyes locked and they sat, wordless.
But there was something in the back of Daniel’s eyes, something he was hesitant to tell her. He shifted in his seat, leaning in. ‘Alice, Alice,’ he said. A mere whisper through the small metal grille. ‘I’m going to take on a new partner.’
Something dropped inside her chest, but she joked, ‘She’s not your type.’
He let out a short laugh. ‘Choice is what I don’t have much of.’ Then he said, ‘You should do the same.’
Anxiety gripped her throat. She couldn’t speak. Surely he wasn’t serious.
‘Lowell perhaps?’ he said, with a penetrating stare.
The bell rang. Behind her, there was a click as the booth opened.
Daniel stood up. ‘I’m in here for life, Alice. I have to make a life in here.’

Too upset to cycle home, she waited at the Slider stop, the wind whistling through the slats. The Slider was late and jammed with people, and she hugged the rail near the door, a teenager’s breath hot on her neck and a tourist’s backpack scratching her cheek, until she could bear it no longer and jumped out.
Walking the remaining distance, the dirty wind blowing into her face, she began to boil with fury. Thirteen years together, and he’d tossed her over, casually, like it was nothing. In there for life, he’d said. Did this mean he’d given up?
Her wrath turned on the useless lawyer and everyone involved in the trial. As if Daniel would do such a thing. Cause the deaths of seven people. Why? To make a point? No, the Transport Authority had lied. That day, Daniel had saved five passengers. Smashed open the crumpled exit and pulled them from the burning wreckage. His burnt hands the proof.
A pair of teenagers, their arms wound tight together against the cold, gave Alice a look. She must’ve spoken out loud. She pulled up the hood of her jacket. A new partner, you should do the same, he’d said. She stopped walking. Was this his way of giving her permission to move on? An act of generosity. Or was it jealousy talking? Was that it?
The bit about Lowell. Did Daniel know, or did he just suspect? Lowell wouldn’t have said anything, surely. It was only the once, when she started Eterne and her libido was raging.

The air in the kitchen still smelt bad. The hybrid creature had rolled onto its side, leaving behind a sooty impression on the tiles. While Alice cleaned up the dirt with an old T-shirt, the creature turned its head, watching through bleary eyes. Despite the underfloor heating, the room felt cold. She went upstairs and hunted out an old blanket. By the time she’d brought it down, the creature was asleep.

The next morning, Monday, her unwanted visitor was sleeping on its side under the blanket, just as she had left it. She mixed another ReVitalyz drink and set it on the floor. There was a small sound, perhaps of acknowledgement.
She hurried up the path that ran alongside the park, thinking, Daniel, Daniel. On the corner, up ahead, a couple were kissing. They were dressed for work and wore long coats to the knees, but while his coat was buttoned up, hers hung open, and it was clear why when the man turned and started down the three steps into the park. The woman said something, the man came back up the steps and placed a hand on her rounded belly and kissed her neck. This time the woman made to leave, fluttering her fingers goodbye, before they were drawn together once more. Alice felt she’d never witnessed such a tender farewell, in life or on film, and when she reached the corner, she slowed her pace to watch – the man had both hands to the woman’s belly now, and the couple were looking down intently as if there was a movement there – and after she’d passed them and all the way to work, they stayed with her, this couple who could not bring themselves to part.

She was late. She came running up the stairwell of the hospital with her head lowered and had reached the third landing at the turn of the stairs when she collided with someone coming down. Lowell. Their bodies bumped away from each other, but not before she’d felt the charge.
‘Hey.’ He put his warm hand under her elbow, and again she felt it.
They stood there, he looking down at her and she looking up at him. What was it about the line of his jaw?
He said, ‘Did you wear that outfit for me?’
She felt herself flush. Had she? Subconsciously? She often crossed paths with Lowell on a Monday. She said, ‘I think Daniel knows.’
His hand, still cupping her elbow, pulled her into the corner of the landing to let three nurses pass, one of whom cast an over-the-shoulder glance at him.
He said, ‘Yes. I told him.’
She snatched her elbow away. ‘What? It wasn’t for you to tell him.’
‘He’s my oldest friend. And I promised him I’d look after you.’
‘I don’t need looking after.’
‘Everyone needs looking after,’ Lowell said in a sad, earnest way.
What did he mean by that? Was he talking about himself now?
‘I want to help you,’ he said, ‘get Daniel out.’
She put her hands over her face. The day had just begun, and already it was too much.
‘Hey.’ He gripped her elbow and gave it a little shake. ‘Meet me for lunch? Let’s talk.’
She lifted her face. ‘Not today.’
‘When, then?’
She gave him a time on Wednesday, then said no, next week, Tuesday, and bounded away up the steps, taking them two at a time.
In the office, standing at her screen, she sensed again the grip of Lowell’s hand on her elbow and closed her eyes. A picture came to her of the pregnant woman whose loving partner could not bear to leave, and Alice imagined what it would be like, to be that woman.

There was a different odour in her kitchen. The creature was feverish, the blanket thrown off. ‘Medicine,’ it said.
Alice reached into a packet of ibuprofen. She squatted beside the creature – no, person, she corrected herself – with a tablet and a glass of water. That was when she saw the puddle of dark liquid. ‘You need a shower. Could you stand, if I helped?’
A weak shake of the head.
Alice sighed. There was no way she could lift a body off the floor and carry it up the stairs. She mopped up the urine and threw the cloth in the garbage bin outside. She bunched two more old towels under the wings and left a cup of ReVitalyz with the straw. The best she was prepared to do.

She lay on the bedroom rug. ‘Meditation,’ she said, clicking her fingers. The lights dimmed, and the pulse of a didgeridoo began. Her mind was an empty room, soft curtains moving with each breath, the door open to the morning sun. Her Airedale rolled over, front paws up, inviting her to stroke the sensitive abdomen, the fur on his chest. His teeth gently caught her hand.
And now there was Daniel – yes, Daniel – stretched out on their sea-green coverlet. Her lips brushed his. She pressed herself against him, ran her fingers down the smooth skin of his body.
Her eyes opened. She let her gaze focus on the glass light shade, gleaming through the dimness. She was certain. It was his child she wanted, no one else’s.
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SHE LEFT WORK early the following afternoon, first filing the report to her supervisor, and took an autopod to the Maxi. She needed to see Daniel, to clarify how things stood. And what he’d meant about Lowell.
Today he sat looking at his hands, deliberately distant.
She tried to cajole him. ‘What’s this business about us taking new partners?’
He sat still as a rock.
‘I’m going to get you out, Daniel.’
He said nothing.
‘We built a life together. I’m not throwing that away.’ The idea struck her that he was doing this for her, freeing her to have a child by someone else. ‘And,’ she reminded him quietly, ‘we have four in the basket.’
He shot her a glance full of hurt.
She stopped talking. What was the point of a one-way conversation? They sat there like that, she watching him, and he staring into his scarred hands.
Then Daniel began patting his thighs in a panicky action, like he used to when he’d lost his phone, or his ID, both of which he mislaid so often. But these jumpsuits had no pockets, and he wasn’t allowed a phone. Here his ID was simply 317.
He got up abruptly and, turning his back on her, waited at the door of the cubicle.
She checked the clock. It wasn’t even time.

A wary glance through the kitchen doorway confirmed that her visitor was still breathing and the fever had passed. Alice refilled the cup, then stood a moment, struck by the beauty of the pale oval face, the luminous skin. But it was those wings, they repelled her. She turned away and ran upstairs – she couldn’t deal with that situation right now; after all, what could she do? – and shut herself in the bedroom. Opening both windows wide, she collapsed on the bed.
Shadows of fig trees, cast by the sinking sun, shifted across the ceiling. Music from the dance studio, a waltz, wafted through the windows. She could drift away on that waltz, she could drift. Half asleep, she saw again Daniel’s panicked patting of a nonexistent pocket. He’d made that action twice previously – a signal, for sure, but of what?
She sat upright.
Scrambling from the bed, she opened Daniel’s wardrobe, which had remained closed these seven months. She gasped. A black cupboard spider hung in the middle of a huge, tangled web.
She captured the spider with the spider-catcher and released it over the balcony, then brushed the web from the wardrobe, detecting in that movement the scent of Daniel’s aftershave, which, like a painful memory, caught her off guard. She stood there, surveying the row of familiar clothes, and then she began, thrusting her hand into the pocket of the first jacket. Empty. She reached in for the other pocket. Nada. She continued down the row, methodically searching every pocket. Nothing but a single work glove.
Moving to the lower rung, she felt through the pockets of his jeans. She checked all seven pairs of pants, then went back through the jackets – so many jackets, he was a jacket man – hunting for any inner pocket she may have missed. Her hands remembered the textures of the garments, the feel of them on his body. For a long moment, she held the empty sleeve of his favourite bomber jacket.
Defeated, she sat on the bed and picked off the sticky remnants of the spider’s web from her cardigan. Absently she pulled on the work glove. It was big on her hand, the leather stiff and bent into the shape of Daniel’s fingers.

At dusk she leaned on the balcony rail, a cool breeze toying with her tunic. She watched the flying foxes coming in from all directions, dark shapes against the purple sky. Some flapped their outstretched wings; others glided in with the tips of their wings downturned. She had raised that flying fox orphan, and now there was another winged creature in need of care.
Unbolting the door of the storeroom under the stairs, she dragged out the spare futon, unrolled it on the kitchen floor and spread it with an old sheet. The creature watched this activity through heavy-lidded eyes, then crawled onto the freshly made bed.
Alice went out into the park and foraged for fallen fruit under the sandpaper fig, while in the branches overhead the flying foxes bickered and screeched. Shoes stomped along the boardwalk. It was Grandmother Yang from no. 9, her arms punching high like pistons. A live streamer in her youth, she evidently still liked to perform.
‘Hello,’ said Alice. ‘How are you?’
‘Hello, hello!’ called Grandmother Yang. ‘Thank you, thank you!’ And she marched on.
Alice straightened. On the far side of the park, a streak of flashing pink light bobbed along: Emi with her dog.
Gathering a few more figs into her bowl, Alice headed home. She removed her shoes at the front door and placed them on the solar shoe cleaner, which automatically began its sucking sound. All that muck stuck to the soles. Fig shit, Daniel called it.
Too late – Emi’s voice said her name, and Alice turned. She’d left the gate ajar, and Emi’s Pomeranian was sniffing intently at the steps. It snuffled its way up to the porch, straining on its flashing pink leash, and began to growl.
‘Stop that,’ Emi said, yanking the dog back down the steps. It snapped at the leash, and she smacked its nose. ‘Sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.’
Alice knew. The little dog had caught the scent of bat wings.
Emi pointed at the bowl of figs. ‘Do you eat those off the ground?’
‘I make fig jam.’
‘Really?’
With her foot, Alice blocked the Pomeranian, which had resumed its frantic sniffing up the steps.
Emi said, ‘What about that storm? I was scared the roof could blow off. Did you have any damage? I saw your shutters weren’t down.’
Alice looked at her. She said, ‘No, no damage,’ and wished Emi a nice evening, and after the woman had walked off, dragging the Pomeranian by its collar, she shut the gate, took her shoes inside and locked the door.
In the kitchen, her visitor was awake, stretched out comfortably on the futon. Alice set the bowl of figs on the floor, pulled one fig apart and then held it, tentatively, to the lips.
The creature lifted its head to take the fig into its mouth. Juice dribbled down its chin. ‘I eat other things.’
Alice wiped her fingers on her jeans. Of course. After all, under those wings was a human. ‘But’ – she gestured at the outspread wing – ‘how?’ Without hands, was what she meant.
The creature opened and shut its mouth.
Alice touched the screen on the refrigeration unit to bring up the list of contents. An empty hourglass symbol flashed against items past their use-by date – which was pretty well everything. Only the eggs were still good. She could order a meal in, but it was something she never did and might draw attention. The RU screen informed her that a total restock had been activated. She pressed cancel and turned to the creature. ‘Eggs, then. Scrambled?’
There was a murmur of approval.
Alice cracked all the eggs into a bowl and whisked them in silence. Scrambled eggs, she remembered, was the last meal Daniel made, a quick bite before his shift, the night of the accident. She dropped butter into the pot and swirled it around the bottom.
When the eggs were set, fluffy and yellow, she propped the creature up, folding the edge of the futon behind its back for support, and, sitting on a low stool, she spooned egg into its mouth, between those human lips. She watched the eyes closely, the way they moved.
‘You are human?’ she was compelled to ask when the bowl was empty. ‘I mean – apart from your wings.’
The creature’s eyebrows arched. ‘Human, like you.’
‘But different?’
The eyebrows arched further.
The smell of the eggs had made Alice hungry. Going back to the pot, she scraped out the remainder into a fresh bowl. She put the wooden spoon in her mouth. The butter had a rancid taste. So what. She sat on the stool beside the futon and began to eat. After these lonely months, it felt good to have company while she ate, even company this strange.
‘What’s your name?’ she began.
‘T.’
‘Just T?’
A weary nod. ‘That’s what they called us trans-women. At the lab. I was T7.’
T7. Take away the name and give a number. ‘Your pronoun?’
‘She. Like you, girl.’
‘And your name before T?’
A faint smile now. ‘Phon. It means “blessing”.’
Blessing. Or was she a curse? Alice pressed further, ‘Tell me about the lab.’
But T was asleep.
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NEXT MORNING, ALICE rang the bell at the Golden Care Residence, tilting her head towards the camera. A staff member called out hello from somewhere inside, and the wide screen door clicked open. Alice entered, and the door locked behind her. Daniel’s brother lived in the fifth room along the corridor. Today she was here to meet with a professor.
In the dining room, the team leader was feeding a girl in a metal apparatus whose head was held upright in a clamp. ‘Won’t be too long,’ Glenda called. Alice watched. It was a tedious process. After each teaspoonful of pureed something-or-other, the girl opened her mouth for Glenda to see inside. ‘Drink,’ Glenda would say if food was stuck to the roof of her mouth, and the girl would drink from her dysphagia cup.
Alice thought of T, of feeding her scrambled eggs. She had hoped to talk further with her this morning, about the lab, but T had been so soundly asleep, she hadn’t wished to disturb her.
She looked out the glass doors. In a raised garden bed, thick with weeds, tomato and cucumber plants wilted on their stakes, their leaves curling brown. She stepped outside, onto the patio, sliding the door closed behind her, and began pulling the weeds from the bed, shaking off the dirt and tossing them into a bucket. She kept going, taking pleasure in the simple task, the wintry sun on her back, until Glenda knocked on the glass and Alice brushed the dirt from her hands.
A man in a suit shot to his feet when they entered the office. He bowed his head.
‘Associate Professor Seon-u,’ Glenda said, then to Alice added, ‘This is him. The robot guy.’
Seon-u was tall and stooped. His suit hung off him. Alice looked at his university-crested tie. Who wore a suit and tie these days?
‘Thank you for allowing Vinnie to join the program,’ he said to her shoes.
She said, ‘Kamsahamnida for including him.’
That brought out a smile.
Glenda went back to the girl in the apparatus, who whooped in delight at her approach, leaving Alice to escort Seon-u along the shiny corridor.
‘How did you come to be Vinnie’s advocate?’ he asked. At every second step, his left shoe squeaked.
‘I’ve taken over from Daniel, his brother.’ She added, ‘Temporarily.’
‘Their mother passed two years ago, I understand.’
‘Yes. From a heart attack.’ From exhaustion, more like. ‘She was forty-seven when she had Vinnie. He was hard going.’
‘And the father?’
‘He put Vinnie in here.’ Dumped him and flew off to New York.
‘Well, the results, so far, are positive.’
One more squeak of the left shoe, and they reached the doorway of Room 5. Thirteen-year-old Vinnie was sitting in his comfy chair, his hand flapping. Before him stood a small social robot.
‘Hi, Vinnie,’ Alice called, not expecting him to respond since he never did, but the robot turned its large eyes and big smiley face towards her and said in a high, expressive voice, ‘Say – hello, Alice!’ and Vinnie repeated flatly, ‘Hello, Alice,’ his eyes fixed on the robot.
Alice frowned. ‘The robot knows my name …?’
‘I used the photos from your work profile,’ Seon-u said. ‘It can now recognise your face.’ He looked as proud as a parent.
She was taken aback by this – her photos used for machinelearning purposes, without permission – but said nothing. All for the greater good.
The robot began to rock from foot to foot. ‘Come on, Vinnie,’ it urged. ‘Let’s walk!’ Vinnie got up and rocked from foot to foot. A perfect mirror.
‘See how well he imitates,’ Seon-u said.
The robot’s eyes shone with a blue light, and a tinkling sound came from its chest area. ‘Time for medicine!’ Vinnie’s hand stopped flapping. A tiny drawer opened in the robot’s chest, turned upside down and dropped three pink pills into Vinnie’s outstretched hand. ‘Let’s drink water, Vinnie!’
‘The pills are placebos,’ said Seon-u. ‘He still has his medication through a patch. However, it is part of the training program.’
‘Training him to do what?’
‘Follow instructions.’
From the doorway she watched Vinnie closely. His face, framed by shiny blond curls, always looked angelic, but this was the first time she’d seen his features so animated. It was as if his brain had been switched on.
Yet for Alice, the robot was clearly a machine, without appeal. ‘It doesn’t look human,’ she said.
‘Lifelike is not our aim,’ Seon-u said. ‘Lifelike can feel’ – he hunched his shoulders – ‘creepy. Especially to the carers. We aim for cute.’
‘It’s very small.’
‘A small size does not intimidate children.’
The robot did a little jig, and Vinnie let out a gleeful laugh.
Alice had rarely heard him laugh. Joy, she thought.
‘They are good friends,’ said Seon-u.
Yet Alice felt uneasy. A robot for a friend …? How was that a friend?
‘You may be sceptical. But children like Vinnie have to learn social interaction, just as robots do. Vinnie and his robot friend are a natural fit.’
They walked back down the cool corridor, accompanied by the squeak of Seon-u’s shoe. When they reached the wide wheelchair-accommodating exit, she said, ‘Professor —’
‘Associate professor,’ he corrected.
‘Can I buy you lunch?’

At the café on the corner, they sat with bowls of tandoori cauliflower and lentil dahl between them. They were the only patrons. Classical raga music swirled through from the kitchen. She looked at Seon-u, who was staring into his plate.
He said, ‘I should tell you I have a wife.’
Alice suppressed a smile. ‘This is not a date. I have a partner.
Vinnie’s brother.’ Or did have, came the anxious thought.
Seon-u visibly relaxed and removed his jacket and tie. Alice passed him the dahl and watched him spoon the liquid over his mound of rice until every bit was covered. She asked about his research.
‘Previous research with children like Vinnie,’ he said, looking fixedly beyond her, ‘focused on using social robots for repetitive learning. But I am the first one to use social robots as a 24-hour companion – a friend, as I said before. But I must not be proud.’ He stared down at his plate again. ‘You know many people in my Church do not like my work in AI. They think I am playing God.’
‘What do you think?’
His shoulders lifted. ‘I want to help these children.’
‘Seon-u, I had a question I wanted to ask.’
He cocked his head, ready to listen, his eyes avoiding hers. ‘Which is?’
‘How can someone tell the difference between a human and a robot?’
‘You mean the replica models?’
‘Yes.’
He tore off some naan and chewed on it. ‘Well, the gaze is one way. Humans have what we call selective attention. This allows them to focus on relevant stimuli in their environment and ignore competing distractions. However, robots do not have that natural selectivity of salient features, although it can be programmed in, to a certain extent.’
‘You’d need special equipment to test that.’
He threw her a sidelong glance. ‘Yes. You do.’
Alice tried a chunk of cauliflower, which proved spicy. She looked around for water, then got up and went to the kitchen, where a downcast young man in a full-length apron leaned against the wall. He stood eagerly on seeing her and handed her glasses, and a jug from the fridge.
She carried these to the table and Seon-u drank thirstily, sweat sprouting on his forehead. The raga music grew louder, and she had to raise her voice. ‘So, say a humanoid robot came into this room —’
He held his glass away from his mouth. ‘How could you tell it wasn’t human? By your gut feeling. Hahaha. Not scientific enough for you? Let me explain.’ He put the glass down, then moved it slightly, and then adjusted the position of his fork. ‘Robots do not have theory of mind. Which is the ability to understand that you are a conscious being, with your own mental world different from others. It’s what makes us social. Without theory of mind, a robot can neither understand others’ feelings nor predict behaviour. In short, it cannot develop relationships.’
The music from the kitchen stopped. Alice thought she heard a sob. Seon-u forked some cauliflower into his mouth, drank more water and set the glass down. He placed his fork on his plate so that it aligned with the glass.
‘Therefore, if this hypothetical robot joined us now,’ he went on, ‘I would tell you to focus on the way it converses with you. A robot’s aim is to trick you into believing it is human, rather than to actually communicate. At the end of the conversation, even a long one, you do not feel rapport. That is why I say to use your gut feeling.’ He adjusted the position of his fork and then his glass. ‘So.’ He opened his hands. ‘What do you think? Am I human?’ He smiled at his little joke.
‘Undoubtedly.’
‘I am glad to hear it.’ He faced her directly, the first time he’d made eye contact. ‘You are interested in AI?’
‘Just looking into the future.’
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ALICE HELPED T into the laundry toilet and left her to it. There were pull-straps all over the sleeveless skin-suit, but how would she manage? Did she use her thumb hooks? Alice looked at the makeshift bed on the kitchen floor. The sheet was filthy where T’s hair had rubbed against it. There were rips too, from the thumb hooks. Alice removed the sheet and spread a fresh one. Then she carried a patio chair into the empty carport, and set beside it some scissors, a bucket of disinfectant, an old towel and a bamboo bowl.
From the patio, she saw that the blind was still drawn on the Quicks’ upper window. Bill would be sleeping in after another long vigil at his attic porthole, watching, as he’d once told her, for ‘signs of the Evil One’.
She stood in a patch of sun. Beside her, the perennial basil thrummed with life. Oh, how she ached for Daniel’s company. They used to eat breakfast here, observing the bees. Today, there were a few blue-banded bees among the regular ones, and some of her tiny native bees – flea bees, Daniel called them – from the hive out front. She plucked away the dead flower spikes, the buzzing loud in her ears, and then kept going, reaching in to snap off all the brown stems. The tugging at the bush released the scent of basil, and her mood lifted.
At last T appeared, shuffling into the kitchen. She collapsed against the bench, in an attitude of defeat. The skin-suit hung at her waist, exposing the red buds of her breasts. Alice stopped in the doorway, repulsed by the sight of the monstrous wings on that delicate figure – but then, stepping forward, she briskly hitched up the bodice and secured the shoulder straps. ‘Haircut,’ she said.
She sat T in the chair in the carport and, after toeing the wings out of the way, went to work with the scissors. The hair fell in clumps. The smell was foul.
‘They called you T7,’ Alice said. ‘Where are the other six?’
‘The compound.’
Alice snipped along T’s fringe. She’d heard the rumours – patients presenting at Emergency with bizarre injuries then whisked away before they could be treated – but until now, she’d regarded it as hospital myth.
A window rattled open next door. She lowered her voice. ‘How do you know you’re infected?’
‘A flying fox bit me. It was caught on the barbed wire too.’ T tilted her head to the side, exposing her neck. ‘See?’
Alice peered at the tiny puncture marks. She nodded. Flying foxes infected with lyssavirus were known to bite. She put the back of her hand to T’s forehead; it was warm with low-grade fever. ‘I can take you to a hospital.’ Somehow, without being seen.
‘No!’ T jerked upright.
Alice held up a hand in warning. The Quicks’ back door had banged open. There was the sound of shoes crossing the pavers, and the neighbours’ clothesline, visible above the dividing fence, bobbed as garments were unpegged, before the footsteps went back inside and the door closed.
Alice bent to trim around T’s ears. Slimy bits of hair slipped through her fingers. ‘The compound,’ she said softly, ‘where is it?’
T was slow to respond. ‘Out west. Somewhere. When I flew away, there was red earth below.’
Flew again. ‘So you escaped. Then what?’
‘The wind dumped me onto a barbed-wire fence. That’s when the flying fox bit me.’
‘And after that?’
T sighed, irritated. ‘After that, I tore my wing to get free. I hid in the daytime and walked all night. Sometimes I glided. There was a terrible storm, and I woke here, in the park, delirious.’ She slumped forward, elbows on her knees. The most she had spoken. ‘I need to lie down.’
‘Wait.’ Alice filled the bowl with warm soapy water, and washed T’s hair and neck with a cloth. She peered at the scalp where the hair parted wetly. The follicles looked odd.
T said, ‘I want to see. Have you got a mirror?’
Alice put down the bowl. That was a very human request, wasn’t it, to see her own reflection? She rubbed the rough towel over T’s hair until it stuck out every which way, like a baby’s, and then styled it with her fingers. Use your gut feeling, the associate professor had said. Going by her gut, T was human.
The blind on the Quicks’ rear window was now raised, and Alice hurried T across the patio before they could be seen. When T stumbled, she caught her round the waist, shuddering as the wing cloaked her back.
T sank to her knees on the futon. Alice unhooked the little Mexican mirror from the wall and held it out while T turned her head this way and that. ‘No tip for you,’ she said and, lying down, drew both wings in tight to her chest.
Alice briskly swept up the clumps of hair in the carport. It was all nonsense. Flying and gliding. Walking through the city. How could T have passed unnoticed, even at night, dragging those wings? And where would she hide during the daytime? The alarm Alice had seen on T’s face was genuine, and the puncture marks on her neck were real. But the rest … She scooped up the hair and dug it into the garden bed. Fantasy – or lies.
Dropping the open scissors into the bucket of disinfectant, she scrubbed her arms and hands at the garden sink, then went inside. ‘You don’t have family you could’ve gone to?’ she asked, her tone brusquer than she’d intended.
Seconds passed before T gave a slight shake of her head.
‘So why come to me?’
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ALICE MADE THAI green curry for dinner. She slid some silken tofu into the pot right at the end and let it heat through.
Kneeling with the bowl and spoon, Alice repeated the question.
T answered as before, ‘By accident.’
But Alice didn’t believe her house was a random choice. She spooned some curry into T’s mouth.
T said, ‘No lemongrass …?’
‘I didn’t have any.’
After a few more mouthfuls, T turned her head away. ‘Enough.’
Alice ladled herself some curry and ate it standing at the bench.
‘It’s not that bad,’ she said.
T grinned, showing bottom teeth that were brown and crooked.

After dinner, Alice watched the Mission to Mars Highlights upstairs. Inside the spacecraft, the Australian, Henry Wu, was servicing a machine that recycled fluids, and she became absorbed in watching his hands at work. They were practical hands, like Daniel’s, hands that made things, fixed things. The voiceover said, ‘A poet and an engineer with a PhD in wastewater management, Wu has that mix of creativity and pragmatism ideal for the purposes of the Mission.’ No wonder half the country was in love with him.
Flipping the screen to the mirror, she looked at herself in her white slip with its paisley print. Her amoeba nightie, Daniel called it. She’d been wearing it that last time. ‘Take it off,’ he’d said. ‘Those amoebas are making me disorientated.’ She started to smile now at the memory, but then pushed her fist to her mouth.
She meditated, cross-legged on the woollen rug. Breathing in and breathing out … breathing in … breathing out … Her inner room materialised … the curtains moving with her breath, the red brocade cushion beneath her, the door open to the east, the rising sun warming her face, her Airedale curled on the step …
Then a vivid flash – Daniel, patting his pocket in that frantic I’ve-lost-something way. She opened her eyes. Of course. She grabbed her phone.
His hello was wary.
‘Ngoc,’ she said. ‘It’s Alice.’
‘Who?’
‘Alice Kaczmarek.’
‘Can’t talk to you, sorry. Don’t ring me again.’
He cut the call.
Alice sat there stunned until a minute later her phone buzzed.
‘I’ve switched to the encoder,’ Ngoc said, a hollow sound to his voice.
‘Right.’ Was that necessary? ‘Listen, I need to know if Daniel’s work clothes are still around.’
‘You mean his WPs?’
‘His what?’
‘Wind protectors.’
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Anything. I need you to check all his pockets.’
‘What are you looking for?’
‘I’ll know when you find it.’
There was a silence. She could sense Ngoc thinking. She plunged her fingers into the shaggy wool of the rug and tugged.
‘They broke open his locker. After … yeah, afterwards.’ He paused. ‘Don’t know what’s happened to his gear, though. It woulda been in his locker.’
‘All his work clothes had his name fastened to them.’
Silence.
‘Could you track them down?’
More silence. Was that reluctance? Her fingers tugged again at the rug.
He said, ‘They mighta given his gear to the new guy. I’ll check.’
That was the most hopeful thing she’d heard in months. When Ngoc closed the call, she clung to that hope.

At work the following morning, an audio came through. Her heart gave a thud at the sound of Ngoc’s voice. She took the phone out onto the cold south-facing balcony that nobody used and played the audio on speaker: Found something. In the pocket of his WP. Meet at 1. You know where.
He’d spoken fast, without the encoder. Finished within the undetectable three seconds. But where was you know where?
She gazed, unseeing, through the windows of the high school across the laneway, at the students gathered around group-screens in their learning pods. She remembered one time she and Daniel went to Ngoc’s apartment for some party, and a couple of times Ngoc and his wife came to their house for dinner. But Ngoc wouldn’t mean either place, surely.
One of the students now lifted his head and met her gaze. The boy reminded her of a younger Daniel, with his dark woolly hair, the intense look.
She turned to go inside and then it hit her. Yes. She did know where.
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THE TEXTURED TILES around the plate-glass window shone a vibrant red, a red that was repeated on the guttering and downpipe and the moulded wooden panels of the door. Golden letters arced across the blackened glass: Chau’s 333. Alice pushed on the heavy Dynasty door and, stepping over the hob, recalled the night Ngoc’s newly arrived sister-in-law launched the restaurant: invitees standing stiffly around a central buffet, drinking Saigons in the subdued light of red lanterns, Daniel flirting with a coy waitress.
Today the interior was still dim, the bamboo blinds filtering the sunlight, and the kitchen aromas were the same, but now there were communal tables, crowded and noisy. Her eyes searched for Ngoc in the dimness and found him seated at the rear table with his back to the wall, allowing him full scope of the restaurant. A bowl steamed in front of him.
She sat down at right angles to him, facing the diners at the other end and the kitchen behind them. Ngoc lifted the bowl of pho and set it on her placemat. ‘This is for you. On the house. I can’t stay.’ He slid the packet of chopsticks and a china spoon across to her.
In the deep hollow of the spoon sat a tiny metal box. Alice covered it with her hand. Ngoc stood up and, going around behind her chair, walked with quick steps towards the kitchen. Using the rear exit. What was he afraid of?
She slipped the little box into her pocket. ‘Thank you,’ she called after him.
The other diners at the table lifted their heads.
Ngoc nodded without turning. Beyond the swinging kitchen doors, the back of his hand gave a single dismissive wave.
She looked down at the tofu, coriander and red chilli floating in the noodle soup and, for the first time in months, felt genuinely hungry.
But halfway through her soup, she couldn’t wait any longer. She locked herself in the toilet cubicle and, with trembling hands, prised the lid off the tiny metal box. Tucked inside was a ring. She tipped it onto her palm. Her garnet ring! She’d been looking for it for months. She held the ring between her thumb and index finger. How had it got in there? What did this mean? She looked inside the box for something more, but it was empty.
Replacing the ring, she zipped the box into her pocket, and went back to finish the pho.

At work, her hand went frequently to feel for the hard little lump through the fabric of her tunic. This was what Daniel had wanted her to find, with that action of patting his pocket. The light faded in the windows, and the robo-cleaners began their hum, but she waited until the last dithering colleague had gone home before she unzipped her pocket and once again prised open the box.
She slid the garnet ring onto her ring finger – still too loose – and then examined the tiny box on all sides. There had to be something more. Activating the desk lamp, she angled the box into the stream of light. There was something, stuck to the bottom. She scratched at it with the nail of her little finger but could not dislodge it. Scrabbling through the drawers for something small and sharp, she seized on a rusted paper clip, which she opened out and used to scrape at the bottom of the box. She flipped the box upside down.
Onto her desk dropped a thumbdot. She stared.
Anxiously she pressed the thumbdot to her Q-screen and flicked through the 3D images. Five in all. She went through them again slowly, maximising each one. The first four were of machine parts, and the last one showed a metal ID plate.
She waved off the lamp and leaned back in her chair. The images were something to do with the accident. But what exactly did they show? She sat in the thickening darkness with the hum of the robo-cleaners closing in around her.
She picked up her phone. ‘Ngoc?’ she said, when he answered.
The call was cut. She waited for him to ring back on the encoder like before. But he didn’t.
She sent an audio. 1 p.m.?
There was no reply.
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INSIDE CHAU’S 333, a rowdy bunch of men were gathered in front of a giant screen, a replay of a rugby game in vertiginous 3D.
She sat in the same seat facing the kitchen and waited. Every time the kitchen doors swung out, she looked up, but every time was disappointed. Between the swings of the doors, she caught glimpses of a young woman in a hairnet stirring a giant steaming pot, and the sight brought memories of her own time as a student working in kitchens, waking with the smell of onions on her hands.
She ordered pho. When it came, she dipped her spoon into the fragrant broth. But before the spoon had reached her mouth, a woman peeled away from the men standing around the screen and approached her table. Recognising her, Alice lowered her spoon.
‘New Zealand,’ Chau said loudly, flapping her hand backwards at the screen. ‘All Black.’ Then she bent towards Alice and spoke close to her ear. ‘Ngoc no come. He must keep job. Wife no working. My sister, her very sick. You know?’
‘No. I didn’t know.’
‘Cancer.’ Chau’s hand rotated vaguely around her abdomen. She made a face.
‘I’m sorry to hear that. She hasn’t been treated …?’
‘Too late. So. Now you know. Ngoc need job.’
Chau turned to leave, but Alice grabbed her forearm. ‘I understand. I do. And I feel for Ngoc’s wife. But Ngoc and Daniel are friends. They worked together as a team.’
‘Family number one.’
‘Wait. Please.’ She squeezed Chau’s fleshy arm harder than she’d meant to, and Chau winced in exaggerated pain. ‘I need to ask him a question. Just one.’
Chau threw off her hand and stalked away to rejoin the men at the screen, where a cheer went up at a try. Chau kept her back turned towards her.
All the same, for the next three lunchtimes, Alice caught a Slider to Chau’s 333 and ordered pho, and while Chau scowled at her from the front desk, she waited in the same seat facing the kitchen.
On the third day, eating the pho, she was thinking about T, how she’d settled in. The futon, which T had pushed, or kicked, closer to the glass doors so she could see the sky, was lumpy, she’d said, but comfortable enough. She liked to warm her feet on the heated tiles. Judging by the dirt on the floor in the laundry, she used the toilet. And she must have managed to claw her way into the fridge, for there were teeth marks in the fruit cake. But she ate little at dinner and fell asleep – or feigned sleep – if Alice asked too many questions.
Then Ngoc burst through the swing doors, startling her. He walked over, put one hand flat on her table and leaned in. ‘The ID is from the Slider in the accident.’
Her hands gripped the seat of her chair.
‘It’s evidence.’ His eyes cast around the restaurant. ‘Leave one hour after me.’

Alice waited the hour as Ngoc had instructed, meanwhile confirming her 5 p.m. slot at the Maxi, then returned to work to complete a PSI for Dr Xu before cycling to the prison.
She arrived sweaty and anxious. Today there was a queue. They were let through the external gate in groups of seven, but hers became stuck on the bridge spanning the moat, in the cold windy shadow of the tower – some issue with the bag scanner. Alice played with her garnet ring, loose on her finger, and stared down through the metal mesh of the platform at the water below, the dark shapes of fish.
Then a young man in front of her suddenly grabbed the bridge rail with both hands. His brow glistened with sweat. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked, and he said loudly, ‘I can’t walk over water.’ Putting her hand on his shoulder, she said, ‘Breathe. Breathe into your stomach,’ but his panic had alerted a security robot, which pushed through to where they were standing and, having seized each of them by the arm, conducted them into a small windowless office, where a woman sat facing a black screen. The time on the enormous rectangular wall clock showed 17:13:03.
The woman swivelled her seat ninety degrees to face them. Her impassive eyes looked at each of them, head to toe, head to toe. She gestured at a row of three conjoined seats and turned back to the screen, which now beeped and lit up with a parade of items moving left to right. The young man collapsed onto the seats, but Alice stayed on her feet, looking back, out the open door, where the other five had made it through the bag scanner and were scurrying to their respective cubicles.
She said, ‘Excuse me. It’s thirteen minutes past my appointment time.’
Again, the woman swivelled ninety degrees, scanned her from head to foot and gestured at the moulded seats. Again, Alice remained standing. The young man shook his head at her, sweat dripping from his forehead, but she ignored him. It was his fault she was losing valuable minutes with Daniel.
The enormous clock above the woman’s head ticked loudly as each second turned over. TICK, TICK, TICK. How could the woman bear it?
Then Alice saw the synthetic sheen of the woman’s hair.
‘I’m now fifteen minutes late,’ she announced to the room.

Inside the cubicle, Daniel was bent forward, elbows on knees, his hands rubbing at his short bristly hair. When she entered, he pointed at the clock to say – you’re late!
She stood at the glass partition and began to vent about the faulty bag scanner and the gephyrophobic who had a panic attack and the robo-woman who wouldn’t let her through until every other visitor in the queue had been scanned, but then she stopped. Daniel was staring at the floor. And he was right: she was wasting more time.
She sat down, and Daniel slumped back in his seat with arms crossed. He was wearing his resentment, and she understood. He was stuck in here, possibly forever, while she was free and, from his perspective, hadn’t done anything useful.
‘I saw your brother this week.’ She scratched at her hand, the hand wearing the garnet ring, but Daniel continued staring at the floor. ‘He’s so happy,’ she said.
‘Happy? Vinnie? That’s rare.’ A trace of the old bitterness. He blamed Vinnie, he’d told her once, for his mother’s early demise.
She crossed her legs and placed her left hand prominently on her knee. ‘They’ve given him a robot. It’s with him twenty-four seven.’
‘How much will that cost us?’
‘Nothing. It’s research.’ She glanced at the camera, then the clock. Five minutes remaining. Look at my hand.
‘I love you,’ she said.
His jaw softened. He opened his mouth as if about to say something. She waited.
‘It feels like I’ve been here for years.’ His voice broke. ‘I’m losing sight of myself.’
She leaned in. ‘Remember how we used to have quiet time?’
His eyes met hers at last.
‘On the bed.’ Late afternoon, the breeze wafting through the open window, shadows splayed across the ceiling. Holding each other, naked. ‘Talking. Touching.’
His eyebrows lifted ever so slightly, and she rubbed her right shoulder with deliberation. His eyes went to the garnet ring and lit up.
Now he knew. She was onto it.
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THAT EVENING ALICE made an overdue visit to Harmony Aged Care. She was barely out of the lift when her grandmother’s voice sang out. ‘Hiya, Alice.’
Alice went through the half-open door, past the ensuite with its smell of disinfectant, and into the bedroom area. It wasn’t yet 5 p.m., but Gran was already in bed. A warmth spread through Alice at the sight of her sitting up, looking perky.
‘I don’t know how you pick it,’ said Alice. ‘Every time.’
‘Psychic.’ Gran grinned, showing two full rows of teeth, all her own and as yellow as old paper. ‘Nah, I know your footsteps.’
‘Ears like a dog.’ Alice took off her jacket in the overheated room.
Gran angled her cheek for her to kiss. ‘Ooh, your lips are cold,’ she said.
‘Talking about dogs – I saw two Irish wolfhounds in the park the other day.’ Alice always tried to bring an anecdote with her, from the outside world.
‘You’re having me on.’
‘No. True.’
‘And was the owner Irish?’
‘How did you guess?’
Gran tapped her forehead. The skin under her uplifted arm was slack, wobbling in little folds, and the tattoos there were distended and blurred. Many of the old Millennials in here had them, these smudged tats that looked like watercolour paintings, a defining feature of their generation. That, and the piercings. Though the studs were long gone, Gran still had a line of holes along one earlobe, and once when Alice was helping her try on a bra, she saw the piercings in her nipples.
Alice removed her garnet ring and put it in the pocket of her jeans. The ring had signalled to Daniel the possibility of release. Now, she hoped, he would abandon the notion of finding a partner inside. She warmed her hands under the hot-water tap and dried them then got a new bottle of massage oil out of her satchel, poured some oil into her palm, and took up her grandmother’s hand.
‘What’s happened to Daniel?’ Gran said. ‘He never comes with you anymore. I like his company. He’s funny.’
Alice felt a painful contraction in her chest. ‘I told you what happened.’
‘Oh, that business. I remember.’ She sniffed the air. ‘That oil smells nice.’
‘It’s orange blossom.’
‘So why can’t you get him out?’
‘If I had the money for a massive bribe I could.’ But even a bribe mightn’t do it. And besides, whom would she bribe?
‘You could use my gold ingot.’
‘Yes? And where is that?’
‘In my drawer.’
There was no gold ingot. Just as there were no millions in a bank account Gran used to talk about. Alice pressed her thumbs into the heel of her grandmother’s hand where it was swollen.
Gran sighed. ‘That hurts but feels good. Keep doing it.’
‘I’m doing it.’ Her thoughts now stuck on Daniel. She had to fix things somehow, fix things like he used to.
Gran said, ‘And what’s happened with Daniel’s brother? The one in the home.’
Alice was more surprised when her grandmother remembered things than when she didn’t. ‘You are psychic. I saw Vinnie this week. He has a new friend, a robot.’
‘Yeah? Well, that was one kid in need of a friend.’
‘But a robot?’
‘Every child needs a friend, even a rotten friend.’
Alice wasn’t so sure. Very gently she massaged the dorsal side of Gran’s hand, where the skin was thin and prone to splitting.
Gran suddenly reached out her free hand and felt around under Alice’s shirt. ‘Weren’t you having a baby?’
‘I was.’ Two years ago. ‘I had a miscarriage.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Gran’s face crumpled with distress, as if this was the first time she’d heard the news. She pressed Alice’s hand between hers, and they both looked down at their hands joined that way. After a while, Gran let go and said, ‘So when are you having another one?’
Alice didn’t answer.
‘You must be like nearly thirty.’
‘I wish.’
There was a silence. ‘I’m eighty-seven, that right?’
‘Eleven years ago, you were.’
Another longer silence. ‘I’m going to die soon.’
‘That’s cheery.’
Gran’s eyes darted around the room, following images in her head. She said, ‘Have you ever experienced passion? The sort you can’t control.’
Alice busied herself squeezing out more oil and massaging the rough patch on her grandmother’s elbow. Steering clear of Gran’s uncontrollable passion.
Gran heaved a sigh. ‘You know that town I grew up in?’
‘Not personally, no.’
‘Yeah, but I’ve told you about it. I think about that town a lot. I heard it died, and that makes me sad. I want to be buried there, in the cemetery.’
‘They don’t bury people anymore.’
‘Even out there?’ Gran’s face was indignant. ‘Can’t you leave me, like, propped against a tree?’
Was that possible? Would they let Alice take off with her grandmother’s body when she died? She felt melancholy with this talk of death, the prospect of losing the only family member she had left.
She tucked her grandmother’s hand under the coverlet, walked round to the other side of the bed and poured some more oil. In silence, and with great care, for the right hand was arthritic, she massaged the palm and was starting on the crooked thumb when Gran tilted her head in an attitude of listening. Alice listened too. In the corridor, the sound of rubber-soled shoes. A soft, light tread. Fiza walked in, bearing a pile of folded laundry and, with it, the odour of the industrial dryer.
Gran said, ‘Alice, this is Fiza.’
Across the bed, Fiza and Alice shared a knowing smile. They’d been introduced many times.
Fiza moved like a shadow around the room, sliding open the cupboard, putting garments away on hangers and in drawers, pouring water into a glass and clearing the tray table. When all this was done, she stopped next to Alice. ‘Do you know who is Humpy?’ she said. ‘Your grandmother always talks about Humpy.’
Gran looked from one to the other.
‘Humpy was her dog,’ said Alice. ‘A Labrador. Long dead.’
Gran giggled, as if caught out with an embarrassing mental lapse. She said, ‘Tell me about your cousins, Fiza.’ Pushing herself more upright, she folded back the coverlet, ready to listen. A clever deflection, Alice thought.
Fiza gave a rare smile. Reticent about herself, she would open up about the three cousins who’d come with her to Australia, all of them as teenagers. How well they’d done, how differently they’d turned out. ‘So-o,’ Fiza began. As though from a distance, Alice watched her grandmother’s rapt attention, a child enjoying a favourite story. And it was something of a fairytale: the oldest, a scholar, was now an imam, respected in their community; the second, a professional footballer, was picked in last year’s draft; and then the youngest …
‘The rich cousin,’ Gran piped up.
‘Yes, the clever one,’ Fiza said. ‘He is a successful businessman.’
What this clever cousin’s business entailed was never made clear. Once when Alice had asked about it, Fiza’s vague description of ‘money going out and money coming in’ had suggested something shady. Alice watched her reach over the armchair to close the drapes. Yes, something like money-laundering. It set Alice thinking.
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THE NEXT DAY was Tuesday and, as her watch reminded her, the date of her lunch with Lowell. She tried not to think about that. It was still dark when she went down for breakfast. T was awake and in a surprisingly good mood, recounting a dream about a band she’d once fronted. Alice, observing her, began to doubt she had lyssavirus. She cut fruit cake to take and left a piece out for T.
Alice was first in the office and, after prioritising her tasks, completed the important ones with calm hyperfocus. At 11 a.m. she put on her coat and was standing at the lift when Citra walked past. ‘Team meeting now, remember.’
The lift pinged, and Alice stepped inside. ‘Sorry, I need to go somewhere.’
Citra pursed her lips.

At the construction site, a grumbling noise rose from the driverless excavators digging deep into the earth. With her fingers poked through the wire-mesh fence, Alice stared into the pit, at the layers of colour going down.
An unfriendly security guard escorted her to the on-site office. When she stepped inside, Jorge Manuel took a long moment to register before he jumped up, shaking the demountable, and threw his arms wide. ‘A blast from the past!’
His squeeze was strong, and Alice gasped. ‘My grandmother says that. To any male carer.’
‘Well, unlike your gran, I’m using it appropriately.’ He let go of her to look at her at arm’s length and then squeezed her again, rocking her from side to side.
Wrapped inside his hug, Alice felt teary all of a sudden and had an urge to unburden herself, as she would have in the old days. But when he released her, she simply smiled back at him as they gripped each other’s forearms.
‘OK.’ She took a big breath. ‘Why I’m here —’
‘What, it’s not to see me, doll? I mean, two decades!’ Jorge Manuel tossed one hand up in the air as if to say – gone. ‘Not that you look any different.’ He threw back his head to examine her.
Two decades? Yes, nearly. Jorge Manuel himself looked the same, only more solid. He wore a large hand-knit jumper, as he always did, this one an orange-and-navy Fair Isle. In the shallow sink behind him was a cardboard plate with the remains of what looked to be a cheesecake crust. He had a fondness, she remembered, for desserts.
‘I have a little engineering puzzle,’ she said. Trying to make light. ‘I need you to look at a thumbdot.’ She popped open the tiny metal box. ‘And tell me what you see.’
Jorge Manuel plonked down heavily into his chair, and his thick fingers moved across the screen of his Q-computer. Alice, standing behind him, saw the gold band squeezing his wedding finger but didn’t ask about that, not wanting to delve into the personal.
Jorge offered up his news anyway. ‘I found the man of my dreams,’ he said, swivelling round.
‘Wow!’ That was a surprise. And then, not such a surprise. ‘I’m glad,’ she said.
‘And we have a daughter. Three years old.’ He brought up a photo on his phone.
Alice said softly, ‘She looks sweet.’
‘A Filipina helped us out. I know, I know, taking advantage of economic disparity and all that, but we are forever grateful. And she was paid a heap, let me tell you. For six months of her breastmilk as well.’
The thumbdot had opened, and the first 3D image filled the curved monitor. ‘OK, that’s easy,’ he said. ‘It’s a P5.’
‘Which is?’
‘A kind of hollow axle. Not a new type. This one’s got polymer gears. It’s part of the lightweighting of rail, to make the system more economical.’ His index finger swiped through the next three images. ‘Different sections of the same axle. All dated February fourth.’ When he clicked on the fifth image, the metal plaque, he looked up at her with sharpened interest. ‘The ID’s from a Slider …?’
‘I think.’
‘Was there an accident?’
She nodded dumbly, unable to speak.
Jorge Manuel went back to the second image and enlarged it. ‘See here?’ He turned the screen more towards her. ‘This fracture? It’s about to snap.’
Alice had to press her fingers into the top of his chair, to keep herself from falling.

When she arrived at the Happy Falafel, straight from seeing Jorge Manuel, Lowell was already in the queue. ‘Hey,’ he said, with his slow smile.
Alice felt an unexpected heat flow through her.
Tucked in the corner of the hospital quadrangle, the café was packed with patients and nursing staff. Alice and Lowell sat at the only available table, a little two-seater outside in the wind, and he logged their order. Excited to share her news, she leaned forward over her elbows on the table and explained about the thumbdot and what Jorge Manuel had said.
But after she’d finished, Lowell merely frowned. ‘Who’s this Jorge fellow again?’
‘An old friend. From uni.’
Lowell’s legs were too long for the low table, and his knees kept bumping the tabletop from underneath.
‘This is the proof we need,’ she said.
‘Of what?’
‘Daniel’s innocence.’
Lowell rearranged his legs to the side and leaned back against the café wall. The wind blew his hair about, exposing some grey. He said, ‘But was he innocent?’
Shocked, Alice stared at him.
An unshaven waiter brought their coffees and paused to give Lowell an appraising look. They stayed silent while he dealt plates and cutlery onto the table.
Lowell said, ‘Alice —’ but she focused on her garnet ring, twisting it, loose on her finger. A memory sprang to life, of the old-world shop in Prague where Daniel had bought her the ring on impulse, without a word.
The waiter returned with their platter. ‘That’s all, my friend?’ He put a hand on Lowell’s arm.
After the waiter had gone, Lowell spoke with urgency. ‘Look, those images on the thumbdot might prove there was a fault. Might. Not sure, in a court of law. But – think about it. Daniel knew there was this fault, right? A disaster was going to happen, sooner or later. He knew that. That’s why he took the photos.’
She picked up her cup, took a sip and set it down. The wind had blown the coffee cold.
‘But the Estrella-Jiang Consortium didn’t want to know,’ Lowell continued. ‘And the Transport Agency didn’t want to know – they’d spent billions on the Slider system.’
Spray from the brolga fountain reached her face. She looked towards the fountain, watched the water flying. So far, so true. She remembered Daniel hounding and hounding the TA, and coming home frustrated, throwing his workbag with a thud onto the floor.
‘So, he might have thought – no, don’t shake your head – he might’ve thought to get an inquiry happening, he’d stage an accident on the lightest shift, early hours of the morning.’
‘So, you’re saying he killed people on purpose? That’s exactly the TA’s argument.’
She started to get to her feet, but Lowell pressed down on her shoulder. ‘Please. Stay. Eat something.’ He spooned a falafel onto her plate.
She sat, defeated. At the table behind Lowell, a small boy with one eye bandaged was kneeling on his stool. He started to rock. It worried her, the stool could tip, but his parents seemed to have faith that it wouldn’t.
She said, ‘Lowell, you’re supposed to be his friend.’
‘Exactly. Daniel is my closest friend. Which means I understand the pragmatic way he thinks.’ Lowell took her hand, and she sat very still while his thumb, as if of its own accord, stroked her skin. ‘I’m not saying he wanted people to die. But he might’ve figured a few injuries were worth it, to avoid a major disaster on a crowded line. He couldn’t have anticipated the fire.’
Abruptly Lowell let go of her hand and began spooning some tabbouleh and pilaf onto their plates. The wind blew a lettuce leaf off the platter, and she watched it flutter across the courtyard. She picked up her fork and ate without appetite. The food had gone cold. Her thoughts spiralled low.
Then the little boy with the bandaged eye, taking off towards the fountain, tripped over Lowell’s outstretched legs. But before the boy hit the ground, Lowell lifted his legs, setting him upright. The surprised boy cocked his head to study Lowell out of his good eye before running back to his father, who scooped him onto his lap and kissed the crown of his head. Alice smiled. Safe and sound. She felt Lowell watching and turned her face away.
They finished the platter in silence, but when they parted Lowell said, ‘Think about what I said. It makes sense.’
Think about it? She couldn’t sleep that night for thinking about it. There was a cold hard logic to what he’d said. But what also disturbed her was the way she’d felt when his thumb stroked the back of her hand.
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HER FIRST THOUGHT next morning was not of Lowell, or what he’d said, but of the little girl in the photo. That sweet face, briefly glimpsed, had stirred her feelings. Jorge Manuel and his husband had found a solution. Could that work for her and Daniel too, if all else failed? A Filipina – assuming she tested negative as a cystic fibrosis carrier – could be impregnated with Daniel’s sperm. That was assuming Daniel got out of the Maxi. And he must.
Alice took a long shower, thinking it through. She herself wouldn’t be the biological parent, but no matter. The more she considered the idea, the more real it became. A daughter, with Daniel’s dark curls … She turned off the taps and stood there, dripping. But how would this hypothetical Filipina feel when the baby was taken from her? When she handed over the last vacuum pack of her milk? Surely she’d grieve. It’d be like a death. No, Alice shook her head, she couldn’t do that to another person.
In the bedroom, she did some slow stretches as she looked out at the park. The seniors were spaced along the oval fence, standing on one leg, the opposite knee raised. Some were wobbling, others reached a hand to a picket, and she watched to see who lasted. Grandmother Yang was out there, showing off, her leg lifted high. Alice smiled and felt the sense of release that came – despite everything – with a day free of work. For twenty-four hours she would put aside her problems, go for a run, make spaghetti with rocket pesto for her and T. Relax, breathe.
She wandered downstairs and had just opened the front door, intending to pick up the fallen lemons to use in the pesto, when a communal audio from her friend Desi flashed across her wristphone: Time to meet up. Tomorrow night, everyone? Cocktails at my place. And that includes you, Alice! Haven’t seen you since forever.
True, it was months. She hadn’t felt like having fun, not while Daniel was locked away.
She was sending a reply when the gate banged back and Betty Quick from no. 5 came stomping up the steps in her orange sneakers. ‘Howdy there.’ She stood expectantly on the porch.
‘Oh. Hello, Betty.’ Alice gripped the side of the door, blocking her entry. She looked down at the cloth-covered object in her neighbour’s hands.
Betty lifted the edge of the cloth to reveal a dark cake in a square tin. ‘Orange and beetroot.’ She held out the tin, and when Alice took it, she barged inside, saying, ‘Brrr, cold out here,’ before Alice could think of an excuse to keep her out. ‘I thought – your day off, my day off, let’s have morning tea.’
Alice moved to block Betty’s progress down the hall. How did the woman know it was her day off? She ushered her through the first doorway into the parlour and set the tin, still warm, on the wine table. She and Betty stood, looking at each other, the sweet aroma of cake scenting the air.
‘Do you have visitors?’ Betty said. ‘I heard you talking to someone.’
That morning she hadn’t yet spoken to T, nor been near the kitchen. ‘Probably just talking to myself.’ She smiled brightly.
‘Oh. Thought you might’ve got a boarder in to help with the costs. I imagine the upkeep is hard.’ Her neighbour glanced around the room. ‘On one salary.’
Money – she didn’t want to think about money. ‘You sit here, Betty, where it’s warm and comfortable.’ She patted one of the leather wing chairs. ‘And I’ll bring us a pot of tea.’
‘I’ll give you a hand.’
‘No. Wait here.’ Her tone was too brusque.
Betty sat, looking hurt.
Alice activated the wall-screen. ‘Hey – our favourite space traveller.’ On the screen, Mandy Magee was watering lettuce plants inside the garden cube. ‘When I first heard about the Mission,’ Magee was saying to camera, ‘I felt here was a chance to do something extraordinary.’
Alice slipped from the room. In the kitchen, she was shocked anew at the sight of T, the cumbersome wings weighting her arms, using her thumb hooks as she frantically tried to push down the handle of the back door. Something extraordinary. Right here in my kitchen. Opening the door, Alice motioned for T to hide in the carport. Then she filled the kettle and clattered plates and forks onto a tray.
Too late, she caught the sound of footfall.
The cake tin crashed from Betty’s hands onto the kitchen tiles, and Betty stood transfixed by the sight of T dragging her wings across the patio. ‘What is that?’
Alice gripped Betty’s arms and turned her body round to face her. ‘It’s a secret, that’s what it is.’ When Betty continued to twist her head, Alice put her hand to her chin and turned it firmly. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’
Betty’s eyeballs, magnified by her glasses, rolled in T’s direction.
Alice pulled her neighbour by the arm into the dining room and sat her down.
Betty removed her glasses and cleaned them on the end of her shirt, as if to erase what she’d just witnessed. ‘Bill told me he saw a demon creature.’
‘She’s a person,’ Alice said.
‘Crawling across the oval. That’s what he said.’
So, Bill had put her up to this visit. ‘You saw what they’ve done. It’s mutilation.’
Betty gave it some thought. She put her glasses back on. ‘Let me see her.’

T was squatting behind the bin in the carport, one wing conspicuously sprawled over the tiles. Alice waved her inside, then retrieved the tin from the floor where Betty had dropped it. After turning out the cake, now cracked through the middle, Alice pushed Betty into a seat and a knife into her hand.
T slunk into the kitchen with a resentful glance at Betty, who stared openly, and slumped into a chair. Betty sat bolt upright, clutching the knife, as T moved from side to side, extracting the wings caught up under her.
Alice touched Betty’s wrist, at which prompt the woman sank the knife into the cake, syrup oozing out, and plated three pieces, hesitating before she edged a plate towards T.
In a show of normal, Alice picked up her fork. ‘Nice texture,’ she said.
Betty, still gripping the knife, leaned sideways in her chair to look at T’s wings, which trailed, dark and heavy, across the grubby futon.
T lowered her head to the plate to take a bite. The plate tipped. She fixed her eyes on Betty’s diamond ring while she chewed. Orange syrup glistened on her chin. She kept on in this manner, eating directly from the plate, and when she’d finished, she began licking up the syrupy crumbs. The plate shifted with each lick, and Alice, reminded of her Airedale licking the food bowl across the floor, had to resist the urge to put her hand on the plate to secure it. T’s head bobbed up, and she cleaned the syrup from her chin with her tongue. She grinned at Betty, showing those stained and crooked teeth.
Throughout all this, Betty had continued to stare, her slice of cake untouched. Abruptly she pointed her fork at T and said, ‘How much did they pay you?’
It took Alice by surprise, Betty’s assumption that money was involved. Yet T didn’t deny it. She merely gave Betty a hard stare, sank onto the futon and closed her wings.
Betty and Alice looked at each other. Then Betty scraped back her chair and walked off through the house, the wind up her now. Alice pursued her to the front door, asking her not to tell Bill, not yet, for if word got out, what with the problem with Daniel and the authorities … and yes, of course, she understood as husband and wife they didn’t have secrets from each other, but —
Betty spun around. ‘That thing was sent from the devil.
You saw how she had her evil eye on my eternity ring.’
Taken aback, Alice said, ‘She’s a person. A victim. The lab will be searching for her. That’s why I’m asking you to keep this under wraps. Give me two weeks.’
Betty didn’t answer.
‘Promise me. Two weeks. Please?’
Betty nodded, looking out the door.
Alice watched her hurry down the front steps. How long would that promise hold? Not long, she figured.
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FOR THE REST of the day, at the back of her mind, Alice turned over the question Betty had asked: How much did they pay you? Surely no one would submit to an experiment like that for money. T must have had no choice.
Alice set the house to self-clean, ordered in groceries and hung out the washing. She kept returning to the kitchen, but T slept on. At last, when she was at the bench, juicing lemons into a jug, T said drowsily, ‘Lemon.’
Alice took a cut lemon over and held it under T’s nose.
T sniffed. ‘Nice.’
Alice said, keeping her voice gentle, ‘Tell me, were you paid to have that operation? The wings?’
There was silence and then a tear spilled from between T’s eyelashes.
‘How much?’
‘A lot. I asked for the money to go to my parents. I owed them money.’
Alice nodded slowly. So, there was a family. ‘Where are your parents?’
‘In SHEA.’
Alice knew of that place: Social Housing for the Elderly without Accommodation. Built to house the elderly poor, out of sight. If you lived long enough, the saying went, you’d end up at SHEA.
T lifted her head to look at her wrists. ‘The pain was horrible.’ Her head flopped back on the futon. ‘I still get pain.’
At the sight of those wrists, where the hands had been severed, Alice felt again an empathic shock through her nervous system. ‘Now? Are you in pain now?’
T whimpered.
‘I’ll get you painkillers.’ An opioid, from somewhere.
‘I was stupid,’ T said. ‘I thought – flying is kind of cool. I could be a star, you know?’
Alice stood up. Could anyone be that naïve?
‘I write my own songs. My mother said I sing like an angel. I thought – with wings I can be a real angel.’ T smiled dreamily, in her fantasy world of fame. She moved her arms, and her wings opened, revealing her desperately thin body in its skin suit.
Alice leaned her shoulder into the wall. So, T had consented to the xenograft, for money and for fame. Or so she said. But there had to be more to it than that.
‘Sing for me,’ Alice said.
T raised her chin. At first, her voice cracked, but she swallowed and tried again. The voice that poured out was deep and husky and mellow. The lyrics spoke of a longing for love, and she sang them from the heart.
Alice, listening, sank to the floor with her back against the wall. When the song ended, neither of them spoke.

Alice arranged to meet Dr Quentin Xu, the orthopaedic surgeon who paid in-person visits to her office, at the nurses’ station the next morning at nine, when he was due to start his rounds. When Xu did not appear, she wandered the ward in search of him. The sound of shouting came from down a corridor, and she traced the source to the end room.
‘No like foreigner nurse!’ an elderly female patient was yelling.
A nurse, whose badge identified her as Iniya, stood red-faced at the foot of the bed with her trolley.
Dr Xu was standing beside the patient’s pillow, his body rigid. ‘First,’ he said quietly, ‘this nurse is a local. You are the foreigner. Second, she is waiting to take your blood pressure.’
The woman reared up from her pillow. ‘No want foreigner nurse!’ she yelled again.
Xu broke into Cantonese and spoke at length with a controlled anger.
Shouting back in Mandarin, the woman pointed at the nurse and brushed the skin of her own arm. Was she objecting to Iniya’s brown skin?
Xu, catching sight of Alice in the doorway, rolled his eyes at her. His face was deep crimson.
The woman now flapped her hand at her Louis Vuitton handbag on the visitor’s chair and raised her eyebrows at Xu. He refused to move. Instead, the nurse picked up the handbag and held it out to the woman, who snatched it from her. Sitting bolt upright now, the woman opened the clasp on the bag and took out wads of money, American dollars, and pressed them into Xu’s hands.
Alice was stunned. Where had she got all those bills from? No one carried cash anymore.
Xu stuffed the money back into the woman’s handbag. When she took the money out again, he made a dismissive gesture and walked around the end of the bed towards the door. The woman called after him, flapping a handful of banknotes in his direction.
‘What’s with the cash?’ Alice asked when Xu joined her in the corridor.
He glanced back at the woman in the bed. ‘She wants to pay me to ensure that her operation next week is successful.’
‘That’s corrupt.’
He shrugged. ‘Not uncommon.’
‘She’s the one with the bone tumour in her leg? The one from Guangzhou?’
‘The one.’ He signalled the nurse to take the woman’s blood pressure.
Through the doorway Alice watched the woman tuck the money away in her LV bag and then push the bag under her pillow, scowling at Iniya as she wheeled her trolley closer. Would Xu have accepted the money if Alice and the nurse hadn’t been there? Or if the money had been transferred discreetly to his account? From what Alice knew of him, she thought not. She certainly hoped not.
‘So, you needed a script,’ Xu was saying as he walked off smartly down the corridor, away from the woman’s voice yelling again. He was flustered, not his usual composed self.
‘Yes,’ said Alice. ‘For painkillers. As strong as you can give me in a tablet form.’
He shot her a look. ‘For you?’
‘No. Someone else.’
‘Playing doctor now, are we?’
‘I’ll explain another time. Soon.’
‘It’s easy to overdose. You’ll have to ensure that whoever takes the correct amount. In fact’ – he stopped walking – ‘I don’t want to do this.’
‘It’s for someone in pain. Who should be in palliative care. Please.’
He seemed to be wavering.
She pushed on, ‘This person can’t get to a doctor herself. For a reason I can’t divulge. Yet.’
He took three brisk steps to the nurse’s station, tapped out a prescription and sent it to Alice’s phone. ‘Enough for seven days. I trust you won’t tell.’
‘One other thing, Dr Xu,’ she said. He gave an impatient sigh, but she persisted. ‘Have there been any patients presenting at Emergency with strange … mutilations?’
‘Ah, now I understand,’ he said.
‘So there have been.’
‘I don’t know anything, and I don’t want to know. Good day, Alice.’
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HER FRIEND DESI passed her a rosy-coloured drink in a cocktail glass, filled to the brim, and lowered herself down beside her on the new boomerang-shaped couch, full glass in hand. ‘Pink ladies,’ she said, and they carefully clinked glasses.
Alice took a cautious sip. Under the frothy layer of egg white was a strong hit of gin.
Desi said, ‘So, tell me, before the others arrive – how are you doing? Truthfully.’
Alice set her drink down on the coffee table. ‘Truthfully … I sometimes feel like …’ – she moved her hand up and down in front of her – ‘Like I’m behind glass.’
Over the rim of her drink, Desi gave her a sharp look.
‘I don’t connect properly. I’m talking, you’re talking, I can see you, hear you, but I’m behind this glass wall.’ Alice stopped, embarrassed to hear her voice quaver.
‘Daniel in prison, that’s a huge loss.’
‘He’s not dead.’ Then Alice remembered she’d said the same thing to Dr Patel. Her face went hot. Why was everyone wishing Daniel dead?
Desi finished off her drink. ‘Not quite strong enough.’ Going over to the kitchen bench, she tipped another slug of gin into the cocktail shaker and brought the shaker back.
Alice covered her glass with her hand. ‘Alcohol messes with my head.’
‘You’re tired.’ Desi bounced down onto the couch.
‘Exhausted. I can’t get to sleep till round three. I’m running on four hours tops.’
Desi shook the shaker, the ice clinking. ‘Sure? No?’ She filled her own glass to the top, drank some and then refilled it. ‘Same as me. Four hours. But I’m the opposite. I’m out like a light when my head hits the pillow, then I wake up – ding! – at 3 a.m.’
Alice thought – alcohol. Alcohol does that. She said, ‘Three in the morning is the loneliest place.’
‘So true. I lie there, alone in that bed, my head swarming with thoughts, and they’re all negative. Mostly to do with money. How am I going to pay off this apartment, for starters?’
Alice looked at the double bed opposite, half inside an alcove and half sticking out, and glanced around at the thirty square metres that comprised the studio. Was this what 3.75 million bought now?
She said, ‘I can’t even meditate anymore.’
‘I never could,’ Desi said, and they both laughed.
‘What about all those meditation sessions we did at school?’
‘Busy, thinking.’ They laughed again.
Laughing felt good, and Alice took another sip. The gin was less noticeable now. ‘Daniel’s mother used to say that boredom is good for sleeping.’
‘Therein lies my problem. I’m never bored. What we need is another one of those viruses that forces everyone to stay at home and get bored. No, cancel that idea – I’d go nuts in this box.’ She drank from her cocktail. ‘Oh, the flowers!’ She scooped up the bunch of snapdragons Alice had brought and began opening kitchen cupboards. ‘Speaking of your mother-in-law, how’s her other son, the little brother?’
‘An associate professor has given him a robot. Part of a research trial.’
Desi climbed onto the bed and rummaged in an overhead cupboard. An antique bicycle bell fell out, and she tossed it back in and slammed the cupboard. Stepping backwards off the bed, she looked around, then screwed the lid off her water bottle and stuck the snapdragons inside, still in their wrapping. ‘That’ll have to do. Thanks for those.’ She bounced down again onto the couch and said, ‘Your professor would be on a commission with that robot.’
‘You think?’
‘For sure. Remember the piece I did on university research and corporate funding?’
Alice didn’t but nodded.
‘But right now I’m checking out the Eterne trial. Utopia’s so-called youth serum.’
Alice sat still. ‘And …?’
Desi rattled the ice in her glass. ‘It doesn’t seem too fishy. Unlike most of the pharma-funded research. When I started my PhD, they warned us that the majority of published research – in every field – presents false positive findings. In other words, researchers are manipulating the data to get statistical significance. And it’s interesting, the authors of statistically significant research are the most reluctant to share their methodology for replication.’
‘And Eterne – the results?’ Alice asked casually.
‘Looks good. So far. They’re into Phase 2 of the trials. But really, how can you trust the data when the trials of the drug are conducted by the pharma company that manufactures it?’
The intercom buzzed, and Desi stepped her lanky legs over the back of the couch, pressed the buzzer and threw open the door. The voices of Katie and Charmaine echoed up the stairwell, along with a laugh from Bopha. After the hugs and kisses, with extralong hugs for Charmaine, widowed only six months ago, the three new arrivals occupied the boomerang couch while Alice perched opposite, on the end of the double bed. She felt heartened by what Desi had said, about the Eterne results looking good. She wasn’t getting all those early morning jabs for nothing.
Heavy footsteps plodded up the stairs, and Sofia appeared, grabbing hold of the doorframe. She pretended to pant. She was showing now in her red stretch-knit dress, and her skin, pale and plumped, looked lit from within. She handed Desi a zippered thermal bag – ‘Food,’ she said – Katie made room on the couch, and she squashed in with an exaggerated sigh, flipping off her pumps.
Sal and Jen arrived next, their geometric haircuts identical. Desi dragged the stool from the kitchenette, and Sal and Jen shared it, each with one foot on the crossbar and the other planted on the floor. Symmetrical, always.
‘Hey, you painted it,’ said Bopha.
Everyone looked around at the walls, Alice too. The new paint was a cream colour, with a rich, warm feel. Desi’s desk was new too, jammed against the couch. Enormous potted fiddle-leaf plants, their leaves burnt and torn from time spent on the exposed balcony, had been dragged inside near the desk.
‘The kitchen reno is next,’ Desi said, putting cocktail glasses into hands. ‘But I’ll bring in the pros for that.’
Jen and Sal simultaneously turned their heads to look at the kitchenette behind them, then nodded at each other. ‘We can do it,’ Sal said.
Desi grinned. ‘I was hoping you’d say that.’
Lidija was the last to arrive. She stood out on the landing, hesitant, hands in the pockets of her jeans, checking out the scene inside – until Alice caught her eye, and she came in and hovered near the door, preferring, she said, to stand. She took a jar from her backpack and left it on the edge of the coffee table. Her jacket stayed zipped. She would leave early, Alice knew, when she’d had enough. ‘Put on some music,’ Desi told her, and Lidija did, something cerebral and electronic, and she stood rocking on her boots, listening intently.
Then Desi pulled lemon chicken and maroulasalata out of the zippered bag Sofia had brought, opened Lidija’s jar of ajvar, fetched plates and cutlery, tossed bread rolls onto the coffee table, and made another batch of pink ladies, all the while discussing with Jen and Sal the feasibility of fitting a washing machine into the kitchenette. At the same time, the creatives started talking loudly over the music: Bopha was curating an exhibition of golden silk, ‘channelling my heritage here’, Katie had an upcoming part, ‘a minor role in a small-budget series, but still – something’, and Sofia announced that her cooking channel had taken off, ‘apparently people love to watch a pregnant woman cooking, who knew?’ And all of a sudden the studio apartment seemed overcrowded to Alice, and noisy. She bit into a chicken leg. The chicken wasn’t cooked through, and she put it back on her plate and covered it with lettuce.
Katie asked, ‘Any news, Alice?’ and there was a silence except for the electronic beat of the music. Eight pairs of eyes looked at her with kindly interest.
She would’ve loved to surprise them by telling them about T. What a story, and how they would listen! She felt herself redden. T was not a story but a person, in pain and alone. She could be dying this minute. Really Alice should be at home, looking after her. Then again, the painkillers had taken effect, knocking T out, and what more could she do?
Alice shook her head at them. No, no news.
Talk resumed. Bopha began spooning her tapioca banana pudding into assorted cups and bowls. Everyone was sipping pink ladies, except for the pregnant Sofia, who made a show of drinking cucumber juice, and Lidija, sober going on three years, who hung back, rocking rhythmically on her boots. Charmaine drained her glass and held it out to Desi.
It should have felt like old times, but for Alice it didn’t. The glass wall had risen. Her head swam from gin. She pushed her plate into a space on the coffee table and went over to the balcony doors. The sky was overcast, the view drab and industrial. The tiny balcony was taken up with Dee’s bicycle and a foldable chair. In one corner, where the pot plants had left brown circles on the tiles, the wind was twirling leaves and dirt. A smell of paint was noticeable now. She would’ve liked to step out for a breather, but the wind would rush inside.
Her thoughts turned to Associate Professor Seon-u. Was Desi right about him? Would he have a commission-based relationship with the manufacturer?
The music stopped – thank goodness – and someone hooted. She turned. Lidija had left as she’d come, without fuss, and there was barefoot Sofia, cradling her baby bump while she demonstrated the squats they did in the prenatal class. Alice watched with annoyance. Did Sofia have to constantly draw attention to her pregnant state? That tight red dress as well.
The thought was mean and jealous, and recognising that, Alice let it go.
Only Charmaine, widowed mother of two, wasn’t laughing. A smile was fixed on her face, but her eyes had a stricken look. Alice could tell, she was behind glass too.
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SHE WAS ONLY a minute late, but Associate Professor Seon-u was pacing outside the doorway of his university office.
With head bowed and left shoe squeaking, he ushered her into an upholstered chair. His office was small, cold and dark. The diamond-paned casement window was open, but the camellia bush outside blocked the sunlight. The bookcase was of gleaming dark wood, the shelves empty.
Seon-u stood beside the screen, his expression solemn. He was wearing the same ill-fitting suit he’d worn at Vinnie’s group home. ‘I thought now that the six-month trial has ended, you would want to see the results.’
Alice leaned forward in her seat.
First up were two graphs. ‘This line shows the overall incidence of stimming,’ Seon-u said. ‘You can see how much it has declined during the course of the experiment. Of particular note is a seventy-five per cent reduction in hand flapping. And this graph shows a marked decrease in head banging. That was our primary aim, to reduce these behaviours.’
He then flicked to a recording that showed Vinnie and the robot playing Ring-a-Ring-O’-Rosie. Nursery music could be heard in the background. When Vinnie fell over, both he and the robot said, ‘Oopsy daisy!’ and laughed. Vinnie was thirteen and, to Alice, looked too big to be playing kindergarten games, but she understood that the learning program had to start somewhere. It would take years to progress to a bicycle.
On the next recording, the robot was asking Vinnie questions, which, remarkably, the boy answered. Simple stuff, like ‘What’s your name?’ ‘How old are you?’ – but still, the beginnings of conversation. When the robot asked, ‘What’s your brother’s name?’ and Vinnie replied, ‘Daniel,’ Alice sat back. ‘I’m stunned,’ she said.
The screen went black, and Seon-u sat down at his desk with his fingers splayed on the polished surface. ‘Improved social interaction was our secondary aim. As you have seen, a success.’ His face shone with suppressed excitement.
‘So. What happens now?’
‘I will present the findings at the upcoming conference in Paris.’ He looked in her direction but seemed to be addressing her knees. ‘I hope that this will lead to funding for further research.’
‘I meant what happens for Vinnie.’
The associate professor squirmed. ‘That is the end of the experiment.’
A cold feeling went through her. ‘You mean the robot leaves?’
He gave a single nod.
She said, ‘So you set up this friendship, or whatever it is, for Vinnie, and now you’re going to rob him of it?’
Seon-u reared back. ‘The robot costs hundreds of thousands. It must be returned. But if you can afford to pay —’ His hands lifted from the desk.
‘And I can’t.’
‘Then I am sorry. When you signed Vinnie up to participate in this trial, you knew it was short term.’
Had she? She couldn’t remember that clause. She said, ‘I didn’t anticipate he’d get so attached.’
Seon-u bowed his head and then his whole torso, the top of his head reaching the desk. ‘I am deeply sorry.’
Alice swung from her chair. ‘Well, I hope you get your promotion out of it, Associate Professor.’ She closed the door after her with a bang.
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WHEN SHE LEFT work that evening, the sky hung low and dark, heavy with clouds, and a wind was swirling through Martin Place. Her coat was back at her desk, and despite her several layers, the cold wind cut through to her skin. Adjusting the temperature on her insul-garment as she turned into Macquarie Street, she met a wave of wind and struggled to stay on her feet. A loose café table, upended, its bolts sticking up, scraped along the path towards her.
Then a hand gripped her elbow, pulling her out of the way of the table, and a voice said, ‘They didn’t predict this one.’
She gave a start. Lowell. In a vintage sheepskin coat, the woolly collar turned up. Had he been following her? She shook off his hand and continued walking, body bent into the wind, but he kept pace, urging her to come to the hospital SUB, and she shouted over the wind that no, she was going home – and, pulling strands of hair from her mouth, she added that after what he’d said about Daniel, she didn’t want anything to do with him.
‘Alice, stop!’ Lowell yelled. ‘Look around you.’
She did look. In every direction, the streets were deserted.
A brightly lit but completely empty Slider rolled past. Fat drops of rain were falling. A strong gust of wind would have knocked her off her feet had she not grabbed onto an iron spear of the hospital fence. But when sirens sounded the extreme weather warning, she no longer resisted. She and Lowell staggered together through the wild wind. By the time they reached the entrance of the SUB, the downpour had begun.

They descended through the three sets of pressure-resistant doors, emerging into the underground bunker, where the air was warm and still. It was a relief to walk without effort. Her limbs relaxed. They rode the lift down to the lower level, where there were cafés, bars and screen areas. It was crowded yet quiet, the noise of competing music and conversations largely absorbed by the aerogel insulation.
‘Let’s have a drink and wait it out,’ Lowell said. ‘Which bar?
Your pick.’
She said without hesitation, ‘Midnight Moon.’
Midnight Moon was narrow and deep, and painted a dark blue, even on the ceiling. Blue-shaded wall lamps cast a dusky light over the velvet-upholstered booths. With the booths all taken, she and Lowell perched on backless stools along the bar. He ordered wines from the tall bartender, who flicked back their long, pale blue hair and poured two generous servings.
Lowell removed his coat, and Alice stripped off her insulgarment. On the floor beside her, a schnoodle lay sleeping, flat as a mat, its hind legs stretched backwards.
The screen that filled the end wall gave real-time coverage of the Mission spaceship, now a quarter-way to Mars, and Alice positioned herself to watch. Mandy Magee was doing a strenuous workout on the wall gym while Henry Wu performed an ultrasound on himself.
Lowell ordered tapas, which he arranged in front of her. ‘Hey. Alice. Eat.’
Her glass was empty, and the wine had gone to her head. No more wine. She ate a triangle of Manchego, then another. Her eyes were drawn back to the screen, where Henry Wu was shaking two bottles of pills at the camera, pointing at the large-print labels: Vitamin D and K-Cit. She thought guiltily of T, who hardly ate, surviving on the vitamin drinks.
Lowell nudged her with his shoulder. ‘Come on. Let’s talk.’
He must have signalled the blue-haired bartender, for they were refilling the glasses with the same generous amount. Alice held the glass of pinot lightly in her fingertips, took a sip, ate two olives, and took a longer sip. Then she swivelled her seat towards Lowell and looked at him, dead eyed. ‘OK. Talk.’
‘First, I never said Daniel was guilty.’
She raised her eyebrows. ‘You said he mightn’t be innocent.’
‘I was speculating. Because I know how he thinks.’
‘So you say.’ She drank deeply from her glass.
‘You’re only angry because I might be right.’
‘I know Daniel wouldn’t risk anyone’s life.’ She was glad her voice conveyed a conviction she didn’t entirely feel. She ate a pincho de tortilla, biting down hard.
‘Then let’s continue on the presumption of innocence. You now have new evidence. You could get a better lawyer. See if there are grounds for appeal.’
This gave her pause. The old lawyer had been so half-hearted she’d often wondered if the TA had got to him. But would the images on the thumbdot be enough for an appeal? They proved a flaw, but not necessarily Daniel’s innocence.
The volume on the wall-screen increased, and they both turned. The Mission broadcast had been interrupted by a weather update, which depicted the impact of the gales sweeping up the coast. Autopods had flipped like beetles on the highway. Trees were bent to the ground. Families waded through the streets of Moruya, where, according to the subtitles, 190 millimetres of rain had been dumped in the previous twenty-three hours. The word WARNING flashed in red at the bottom of the screen.
‘Doesn’t look like we’ll be going home any time soon,’ said Lowell. He sounded cheerful. He tore off some bread, spooned eggplant on top and offered it to her.
She shook her head; she felt unwell. Carefully setting down her empty glass, she slid her legs off the stool, mindful not to tread on the schnoodle, and made her way to the bathroom. Her face, reflected in the multiple mirrors, had a greenish tinge, or was that the lighting? A bearded man emerged from a cubicle and gave her an evil look – or so she’d imagined, for then his beard parted into a dazzling smile. Splashing water onto her face, she thought of T, alone at home.
When she came out, an image of planet Earth, marble-sized, adrift in dark space, hovered on the end wall. She gazed at it. All that emptiness.
The bartender was chatting to Lowell, their hair a river of toxic blue. Alice, pushing through a crowd of new arrivals, started to stagger. Before she reached her stool, she had the sensation of falling, and then she was. The schnoodle yelped underfoot. Lowell caught Alice by the shoulders and held her upright. ‘Do you need to lie down?’ he said, his face bent close.
She nodded. He gathered up their things and walked her to the escalator, which delivered them to the foyer of the Capsule Hotel. He checked in with the robo-receptionist, who took their details and who, to Alice, looked and sounded disturbingly real.

‘Just let go,’ Lowell said.
But she couldn’t, her mind was too busy for sleep, and with her tiredness and the alcohol, her thoughts were tangled. All she could see, in the dark of their bed-capsule, were dots of light where the air vents were. Like distant stars. She reached up a hand and stroked the smooth powder-coated metal of the ceiling with her fingertips.
‘The universe is cold and indifferent,’ she said, ‘once you leave planet Earth.’
‘Alice, you need to sleep.’
She let her hand fall. ‘What was that person saying to you? The one with blue hair.’
‘The barkeep? Nothing in particular.’
He pulled her to him, so that she was lying with her head on his chest. His heart was a distant lub-dub, and she thought of the puppy she was given for her eighth birthday, how her grandmother had put an old-fashioned wind-up clock in its bed, the ticking of the clock a surrogate heartbeat. The trick had worked, for the puppy slept without a whimper.
And with that happy memory, and Lowell’s heart beating in her ear, she was letting go of dead people, letting go her problems, sending them off into the night sky, into the vast dark spaces of the universe, where they lost their significance and disintegrated. Daniel, she thought, falling.

She woke to a dull throbbing under her ear and opened her eyes. The uplights, in dawn mode, softly illuminated the shiny ceiling of the capsule.
‘Your eyelashes fluttered.’
They were both fully clothed. She moved herself away from him, pressing her back into the wall of the capsule, and Lowell withdrew his arm and flexed it. His elbow cracked. She looked away from the bulge in his jeans.
‘You were exhausted.’ He gave her his slow smile. ‘You slept the whole night without moving.’
‘It was like I was drugged.’
She sat up, her head curved against the low ceiling. Lowell’s shaggy fair hair was tousled like a child’s, and she felt drawn to lie down again beside him, to sleep some more. ‘Did you sleep?’ she said.
‘Dozed. But I enjoyed staying awake, protecting you. Don’t say it, Alice. Everyone needs protection.’ His voice sounded wistful. It seemed to her he always carried a sadness inside him. ‘You know, Alice,’ he said, ‘in the Maxi they’re all lifers. They are old when or if they get out.’ He paused. ‘That’s why they’re encouraged to break with their outside partners.’
Yes, she knew.
‘So, they take new partners,’ he went on. ‘Inside partners, they call them. They’re allowed … privileges.’
She was fully awake now, recalling Daniel’s words. She’d thought Daniel would’ve let go of the idea. Had he and Lowell been talking about this? She shook her head. ‘You think Daniel’s going to take up with a mass murderer? Or a terrorist?’ What sort of partner was that?
Lowell raised himself onto an elbow. ‘I just feel … you should think …’
No, no. She had to get Daniel out. Awkwardly, her arms hitting the ceiling, she pulled on her tight insul-garment and then crawled to the capsule door, against which Lowell’s feet rested, and took her boots from the shelf.
In attempting to sit up, he bumped his head. ‘Stay for a bit. It’s not even five o’clock. It’d still be dark out there.’
She looked back at him, at the warm stretch of bed, softly lit. His jacket with its fleecy collar hanging from a hook, its elbows bent. Inside their cosy capsule. Pretend he’s Daniel. But no, she undid the latch, dropped her boots out and, turning onto her front, found the ladder with her feet. ‘Thank you. For taking care of me.’ She gave him one last look before she climbed down.
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THE AIR WAS frosty outside the SUB, but the wind had dropped. Stormwater rushed in the gutter, and she had to high step over it to cross the street. Even so, water seeped into her boots. She ran straight to the office and, after a hot shower, dressed in spare clothes from her locker, leaving her boots near the vent to dry. She made porridge in the kitchen and padded to her desk for an early start.
A new file was sitting in her inbox: the file on Dr Xu’s VIP patient. She opened it with interest. The CT scans and MRIs were of excellent quality, and she was able to start work on a CAD model. She worked without pause, the office empty and quiet. The deep sleep had clarified her thoughts, and when Lowell came to mind, she pushed him out again. The day passed productively in this way.
The long sleep had also renewed her energy for dealing with the mess that was her personal life. Walking that afternoon to the mandatory, twice-yearly heritage meeting, she tried to compartmentalise her problems, to work through each one in a logical way – a new lawyer for Daniel, palliative care for T, the embryo transfer, a robot for Vinnie – but all the solutions boiled down to a single issue: money.

The 5 p.m. meeting was underway when Alice slipped into a creaking seat at the back of the disused lecture room at USyd Campus 1. The air smelt of dust. She felt someone’s eyes upon her and looked across at the hermit – the hairy hermit, Daniel used to call him – who averted his face and sneezed.
The Heritage Defenders were a dwindling mob, as the Heritage Council found reasons to demolish Victorian-era rows, one by one. The chair today was Alice’s neighbour Betty Quick, who was reporting on damage caused by the recent storm.
During the litany of detail, Alice was drawn back to the night in the capsule hotel, to sleeping on Lowell’s chest, the muted throb of his heart. The memory gave her a warm, secret feeling. Then an image of T flashed through her head like a warning. It was urgent that she get T into a safe place – before Betty blabbed.
The woman projected a table of itemised costs. ‘According to our finance manager’ – she nodded towards her husband – ‘the Paddington repairs will use up our allocation for this financial year. If there is another damaging storm in the next nine months …’ She spread her hands theatrically.
A murmur travelled the room. The government kept their budget tight, the land considered too valuable to waste on heritage.
Betty gave a nervous cough. ‘I’ve been directed to read out a document. It’s addressed to Alice Kaczmarek.’
Alice straightened in her seat. Several heads turned.
Betty read, ‘The Heritage Council serves you, Alice Kaczmarek, notice on two counts. One, a recent inspection indicates that there are many cracks in the aerogel insulation. These put the interior at risk. Internal costs are the responsibility of the owner. Two, it is reported that you failed to lower your storm shutters during this last great storm …’
Reported. By whom? Alice did a head check. Emi from no. 1 was the only one missing.
Betty continued reading. ‘Living in a Heritage Terrace is a privilege. You have two months to comply with counts one and two. Failure to comply could result in the house being requisitioned. Signed, Candy Dabro, Director of the Heritage Council.’
The meeting closed, and Alice slumped back in her seat, staring into her lap. She could be out on the street …
Orange sports shoes came into view, and Betty bumped Alice with her knee as she settled her body in the adjoining seat. ‘This is a terrible way to treat you.’ Betty’s plump, freckled hand patted her wrist.
Alice zipped up her jacket. She shot the woman a look. ‘You kept your promise?’
Betty nodded – a little too vigorously.

Alice ran home alone through the evening chill, rather than walk with neighbours. Stepping inside the dark house, she felt a stab of guilt. For thirty-six hours she’d left T by herself, treating her like a stray cat.
T was awake and alert. She lifted her head when Alice walked in. ‘You’re back.’
Alice didn’t answer. She made her a ReVitalyz drink and went upstairs, poured lavender-infused oil into the bathtub and set the water temperature at thirty-nine degrees. While the bath filled, she made up a bed in the spare room and dug out an old kimono. Then she assisted T to her feet and up the stairs, told her to drop the skin-suit by the bathroom door and slid the door closed.
In a while there were splashing sounds. Alice, reaching an arm inside to gather up the skin-suit, heard T whisper, ‘Khop-khun- kha, Mama.’
Mama. The word gave her pause.
The skin-suit stank of sweat and piss, and she held it away from her as she carried it down to the rubbish chute. She went to drop it in but then thought not. T would need this skin-suit. After all, it was insulated, and tailored to her body, and down the outside of each leg there were ridges, Alice saw now, where the sides of the wings slotted in. Not that T would fly again. If she ever had.
Alice scrubbed and rinsed the suit and spread it dripping over the patio table, where, by the dying light, she set about fixing the rips in the fabric, pressing the sides of each hole together. When at last she pegged the clean and mended skin-suit on the line, she felt some sense of achievement.
Through the bathroom window upstairs came T’s voice, low and husky, this time a happy song.
Alice rolled up the futon and lugged it back into the storeroom. She put a chicken in a pot of water to make soup and then, leaning on the bench in the darkening kitchen, she watched the skin-suit jigging in the wind, its human shape the exact shape of T.
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THE NEXT DAY Alice reviewed the computer model she had created for Dr Xu’s patient and, satisfied, sent it through to the 3D printer, meanwhile starting on a model for a patient-specific heart valve at a cardiologist’s urgent request. Three hours later, when the printer beeped, she went over and examined the implant. Perfect. Xu would be pleased.
It was while she was standing at the printer that she overheard Citra and a radiographer talking in low voices in the kitchen. Something about a woman who’d died in Emergency, ‘a strange growth’ on her back, the corpse taken away in a van. That’s when the thought struck Alice. If T died in her home, how could she dispose of the body? She caught herself. How could she arrange a proper cremation?

Lowell was sitting in the evening shadows on her porch, tapping on his device. She would’ve turned back from the gate, except at that moment he looked up and gave her his slow smile. She couldn’t let him inside. But he’d already risen from the bench and was waiting by the door. She talked in a loud voice as she led him into the hallway, trusting T to take the cue. A door creaked upstairs, but Lowell didn’t seem to notice. When they passed through the dining room, there was a thud above their heads, as if something had been dropped. She waved on the light in the kitchen. Two bowls sat on the bench from last night’s chicken soup, and outside, T’s skin-suit flapped in the shadows. Alice dumped the bowls into the sink and pulled out a kitchen chair for Lowell, positioning it so that his back was to the washing line.
He sat down and crossed his long legs. ‘You seem nervous.’
‘Do I?’ The pot was still on the stove. Should she offer him soup? No, it would feel strange, eating together in this kitchen without Daniel.
He said, ‘Is someone here?’
She turned. ‘Why?’
‘Two soup bowls. Mysterious noises upstairs. A skin-suit on the line’ – he gestured backwards with his head – ‘which does not resemble your shape.’
Alice had never seen him playful like this. ‘All right then, Mr Detective,’ she said, drawing up a chair. ‘I do have someone staying here.’
‘Male or female?’ He looked at her directly.
‘Female.’
‘Friend or family?’
She hesitated. How much was she prepared to tell? ‘Neither.’
‘A housemate, then, paying you rent.’
She shook her head. ‘A stranger.’ A very strange stranger.
‘You invited a stranger into your house?’
The game was seductive. She said, ‘I didn’t invite her. She came crawling up the steps.’
He looked suitably astonished.
‘And she has wings.’
Lowell burst out laughing, but then stopped when he saw she was serious.
She held his gaze, thinking it through. ‘OK,’ she said. And haltingly she told him the story of T. The dark shape on her porch after the storm, the suspected lyssavirus, T’s mutilated arms …
He listened with attentive eyes. ‘Does anyone else know about this?’
‘A neighbour.’
‘Discreet?’
‘Doubtful.’ Already Alice regretted telling Lowell. If she could, she would stuff the words back into her mouth. She had an image of herself doing so.
He drummed his fingers on the tablecloth, frowning. ‘Have you checked her – T’s the name? – for a listening device?’
‘What? No.’ She pulled a face. ‘Why would I?’
‘The Daniel business. She could be a spy for the TA. Or the Estrella-Jiang Consortium.’
‘You’re kidding.’
‘There’s money at stake – and their reputation,’ he said. ‘They don’t want Daniel to get out, Alice.’
His words hit her like a physical blow. She got up and left the kitchen, went through the dining room to the front parlour and stood at the window. The evening sky was steeped in red. Anxiety flooded through her. Daniel had to get out, and she had to make it happen.
Upstairs, feet were moving around. As if T could be a spy! Then the floorboards creaked directly above, in her own bedroom. She strained to hear. What was T doing? From the bottom of the stairs, she called out, ‘T, come down. I want you to meet Lowell.’ In fact, Alice didn’t want T to meet Lowell, she wanted Lowell to be gone. T as well, for that matter.
There was a short silence followed by a clicking across the floorboards and then a careful clip-clopping down the first flight of stairs. When T came into view on the landing return, Alice saw what was making that noise: her black patent leather high heels. And T was wearing her favourite tunic, the straps undone at the sides so that her arms and wings hung through.
By the time T reached the bottom step, Lowell was walking in from the kitchen. He stopped in his tracks, staring with surprised recognition. His eyes then fixed on the wing draping the banister and Alice sensed his desire to examine it.
T broke the silence. ‘The famous Lowell.’
Alice raised her eyebrows. ‘Famous? Since when.’
T laughed, a husky laugh, and Alice looked at her. She’d never heard T laugh before.
‘Yes, tell us, Phon,’ said Lowell.
Alice frowned. Phon? She hadn’t mentioned T’s real name, had she?
‘You are famous for robotic surgery,’ T said coyly.
It was true, this was Lowell’s field, but how did T know?
‘And I am a famous singer,’ T said to Lowell. ‘A performer.’ That throaty laugh again.
‘You certainly are,’ he said.
Alice had had enough. ‘Lowell was just leaving.’
‘I was …?’
T looked with interest from Alice to Lowell.
Alice said to her, ‘Can you wait in the kitchen?’
T made a face of disappointment, but she sauntered away, the borrowed high heels clicking across the wooden floor and onto the kitchen tiles, her wings dragging beneath the tunic like a bridal train. Alice observed how expertly she walked in the heels. She herself had never got the hang of them, hating to be unstable on her feet, which was why the shoes lived at the back of her closet.
‘Woah,’ Lowell said. ‘Those wings.’
She gave a thoughtful nod. ‘How do you know her?’
‘I don’t. Hardly.’
Alice walked down the hall and swung open the front door. She felt as though she had shown Lowell a rare treasure and wished she hadn’t. Why was he here anyway?
But he pulled her outside onto the porch, his hand on her elbow, and spoke so close she felt his breath in her hair. ‘Be careful what you say in front of Phon. No, really. Why did she come to you, to your house? Do you think that was by accident?’
Alice had given up wondering about that, had normalised T’s presence in her home. Why did Lowell make her doubt everything? Her thoughts came to focus on the warmth radiating from his hand.
‘And watch what you say over the phone,’ he said. ‘In fact, disable your phone and get a new one with a new number. For now, at least.’
Was he serious? Had her calls been monitored? She thought back over her recent phone conversations and stalled on Ngoc. Perhaps she, too, should get an encoder.
Lowell said, ‘I liked us sharing the SUB capsule.’ His lips brushed her cheek goodbye. Nothing new in that, so why did it feel different?
She shut the door with firmness and stood, recalibrating, before she walked through to the kitchen. Absorbed in her thoughts, she went to the fridge and took out some cornbread, Cotija and guacamole. ‘Would you like some?’ she said. There was no reply. Alice turned.
T was slumped low in her chair, the high heels kicked off, her face screwed up in pain. Alice quickly popped a pill from the foil pack and put it on T’s tongue and held a glass of water to her mouth. T managed a few sips before nodding off. Alice watched her from the bench while she ate her supper. T’s head rolled back, exposing the puncture mark on her neck, the surrounding skin now scarlet.
What of Lowell’s warning about T being a spy? Surely she was too silly.
T’s head jerked forward, rousing her, and with heavy-lidded eyes she gazed about as though unsure where she was.
With difficulty, Alice got her to her feet and up the stairs, where she collapsed onto the guest bed, still wearing the tunic: Alice’s best tunic. Was there no end to the imposition? She said, ‘T, you’re a flirt.’
T gave that same throaty laugh. One of her wings spilled from the bed, reaching the floor.
‘How do you know Lowell?’ Alice asked. When there was no reply, she closed the blind with a rattle and bang.
T’s eyelids fluttered. ‘He came to the club.’
This was news. ‘You worked at a nightclub?’
‘Uh-huh.’
Alice felt a spark of jealousy, which, she acknowledged, she was not entitled to feel. ‘Was Lowell on his own?’ She shook T’s leg to keep her awake.
‘No, with colleagues … celebrating his promotion.’ T yawned. ‘And one other time …’ Her voice was soft, slurred, and Alice leaned in to hear. ‘All the girls thought he was handsome … They used to say, “You can’t trust a handsome man.”’ She smiled to herself, at some nice memory. ‘I wore high heels … My shirt had my name stitched on the pocket …’
‘What did you do at the club?’
‘I carried cocktails on a silver tray.’ T’s jaw went slack. There came a faint snore.
Alice went to her bedroom, undressed and climbed between the cold sheets. She pulled Daniel’s pillow under the bedclothes and hugged it close. It was not even eight o’clock, barely dark, but she’d had enough. Lowell, the nightclub, T in her heels – these things were a distraction from helping Daniel. It had been a mistake to tell Lowell anything. Why had she done that? She remembered something her mother once said: ‘Secrets are dying to be told.’
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ON THE WAY to work next morning, Alice bought a new phone, heeding Lowell’s advice. She deactivated her old one and placed it in her drawer. Despite her initial doubts, a new phone made her feel more secure. Once settled, she began her report. She was diligent about filing these weekly reports, regarding them as her insurance, even though she suspected that her supervisor, who was ten years younger than her and on parental leave, never read them.
Late that day, sensing her workmates looking up from their workstations, Alice glanced up to find Jorge Manuel standing there in a red-and-white hand-knitted sweater. He grinned. It took her a second to react, but then she jumped up to hug him, resting her head on the warm bulk of his chest. He hugged her back, squeezing the breath out of her, and her feet momentarily left the floor.
‘How long have you been here?’ she said, when he let go.
‘A while. You were so focused. Remember at uni I used to think you were deaf?’ He waved his arms at her screens. ‘Sorry for interrupting you at work, doll. Your phone’s not working, I think.’
‘I’ll give you my new number.’ Aware of the curious eyes around them, she led Jorge Manuel out onto the south-facing balcony where her colleagues never went. Far below, at street level, the students on evening shift were milling around the high school entrance, their voices floating upwards.
She turned to Jorge Manuel. ‘It’s so good to see you again.’
‘Likewise, guapa. Twice in one week.’
He seemed content just to grin at her, so she prompted, ‘You came here because …?’
‘Because I knew you were up to something, doll. So, I did some research.’ He paused for effect, or was it for her to speak?
The research would be something to do with the Slider axle he’d identified as a P5. To steady herself, she stared across the lane, through the windows of the school building barely three metres away, at the senior students in the brightly lit lab, bent over microscopes. Her eyes found the dark, curly hair of the boy who reminded her of a younger Daniel.
Then the balcony door banged open, and Citra from HR stuck her head out. Her eyes danced from Jorge Manuel to Alice and back again. Misconstruing the situation.
‘Pizza?’ Citra said. Behind her, the radiographers milled around the coat racks, pulling on jackets and glancing out at Alice. Once she’d been one of them, going for pizza on Tuesdays.
‘Not today.’
Citra hunched her head into her shoulders as if to say – sorry for interrupting.
When the balcony door clicked shut, Alice nodded at Jorge Manuel to continue, but he said, ‘Why don’t you go?’
She looked away. Because they want me to forget Daniel.
He said, ‘We used to have fun, didn’t we?’
She touched his arm, the warm, thick sleeve of his jumper. ‘We did.’
‘I never thanked you properly. Flying to Argentina that time, to bail me out.’
‘Yeah.’
A mess that was. His identity stolen. And back then they’d shared everything, right up until they took off in different directions without looking back. Friendship over. Why was that?
‘The research?’ she prompted.
‘OK. Right. So. February fourth – the date on those photos you showed me – was the day before a Slider derailed, crashed into a truck and caught fire.’
This she knew. Her heart beat hard in anticipation.
He assessed her silence. ‘The one who copped the blame for that, Daniel somebody, he a friend of yours?’
‘My partner.’
Jorge Manuel sucked air through his teeth. ‘That’s tough. Well, it’s an inherent design flaw. That’s what I figure. There’ve been similar accidents in China and India. Spain and Chile too. The same group – the Estrella-Jiang Consortium – was responsible for the manufacture in each case.’
Everything went still in her head. This could be it. ‘You willing to testify on this?’
He sucked in air again. ‘I’d need to get hold of the reports on all the accidents overseas, to see if this same defective part was implicated.’
She hugged him with a fierceness that surprised them both. ‘Can you do it? I’ll pay you.’
‘You don’t need to pay me, guapa. I owe you.’

After Jorge Manuel left, Alice was too agitated to sit at her desk. She ran through the frosty evening air to the hospital and found Lowell outside the ICU, where he and a nurse were intently discussing a patient’s post-op care.
Alice hung back near the hard plastic seats. The way that nurse was gazing at him, surely he was aware of it. Alice stared along the empty corridor, its floor shining under the bright lights, to the end window turning dark. She shouldn’t come running to him with her news. Not after the things he’d said. Would he care?
She went to leave, but then the door to the ICU opened, releasing a burst of antiseptic and an urgent beeping sound, and the nurse hurried through the door, and Lowell looked up and saw her. He came straight over. ‘Something wrong?’
She turned away from the nurses’ station, and together they walked up the shiny corridor, the darkened window at the end reflecting the approach of their figures, while she told him what Jorge Manuel had found out. The news sounded even better in the telling.
Lowell seemed impressed. ‘This is serious stuff.’ Although of course he had to add, ‘If this Jorge guy is right.’
‘I’m sure of it.’
‘You’ll need a better lawyer. You know anyone?’

Desi squealed when she answered. ‘Oh, Alice! It’s you. I didn’t recognise the number. Are you coming out with us? Thursday night, right?’
‘That’s not why I called. Sorry.’ She walked briskly through the chilly night. ‘I need a good lawyer.’
A pause. ‘For Daniel?’
‘Yes.’
A silence ensued. Alice sensed disapproval. Was Desi thinking she was wasting her money and effort on a lost cause? Or was she searching her mental database?
Desi said, ‘There’s a pair of lawyers who like to take on the hard cases. You recall that landmark case about coercive sex in prisons?’
Alice did. The case had hinged on whether an inmate’s consent to sex, with guards or fellow prisoners, could be considered legitimate given the prison power structures. She thought of Daniel in the Maxi and closed her eyes.
‘Well, that was them. They don’t come cheap, though, those two. They’ve got a villa in Crete to maintain.’
Money she would worry about later. ‘Thank you,’ she said. She got the details of the lawyers, made promises she couldn’t keep, and closed the call.
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THE LAW FIRM was tucked away in an Art Deco building without external signage. There was only one tiny handwritten sign – Legal Queens – beside a brass button in the antique lift, which rattled as it bore her upwards.
The door was ajar, and the lawyer waved her in, meeting her halfway across the crackling parquetry. ‘Delphina Kontos,’ the lawyer said, shaking her hand. Her dark eyes shone. She was very short, and her body was the classic apple shape, her pants pushed tight at the waistband.
They remained standing. Miles Davis was playing low on some kind of vintage vinyl player and the walls were hung all over with what looked to be original artworks.
Kontos got straight to the point. ‘After you rang, I had a poke around the case. Slider accident and subsequent fire. Deaths of – how many?’
Alice swallowed. ‘Seven.’
The lawyer’s eyes scrutinised her face. ‘Seven killed. More injured. At first there was talk of a terrorist attack. Then later, they pinned it on your fellow. Daniel’s the name, right? OK. And the reason they did this – you believe – is that the government didn’t want to admit to any fault in the new Slider system, and Daniel had been active, along with his team, in agitating for a review. They suspected an inherent fault.’
‘Yes.’
‘At the time of the accident, two of his team were interstate —’
‘Overseas.’
‘I stand corrected. Either way, not around at the time of the accident. Daniel and his offsider —’
‘Ngoc.’
‘Thank you. Daniel and Ngoc were hauled in and interviewed. CCTV footage didn’t show anything other than Daniel trying to rescue the passengers trapped inside the Slider, subsequent to the Slider derailing, hitting a van and bursting into flames.’
‘That footage wasn’t shown on the media. It wasn’t allowed. But Independent News circulated it.’
‘Daniel became a hero.’
‘Not to the Transport Agency,’ Alice said.
‘All those who died or were injured were members of the one extended family. Heading home late after a wedding.’
Alice nodded faintly. Those faces haunted her still, all with the same surname.
‘Normally at 3 a.m., one might expect the Slider to be empty.’ The lawyer grew thoughtful, her fingers tapping her thigh. Was she thinking, like Lowell, that Daniel might not be innocent? That 3 a.m. was the perfect time to stage an accident? ‘For some reason your partner is the only one who copped the blame. Ngoc got off. Why is that?’
‘Daniel had contacted an international expert on the Slider system. He’d demanded a complete review. He was seen as the troublemaker.’
‘Classic case of shoot the messenger. Have you read Plutarch? That messenger was decapitated. Sophocles’ Antigone? No? You should. “No one loves the messenger who brings bad news.” Especially, as in Daniel’s case, if it means an overhaul of a brand-new billion-dollar system. But no, that’s the reason you’re attributing to the verdict. What was their stated reason?’
‘At first, he was accused of having hero syndrome. Like the firefighter who lights a fire in order to be a hero putting it out. Then the TA shifted the argument, describing Daniel as a disgruntled employee – someone likely to take an action to prove his point.’
‘And there’s been a similar accident since then.’
‘Yes. One. No deaths or injuries. But the company won’t concede there’s a fault.’
‘So …’ Kontos hooked her thumbs into her tight pockets. ‘The upshot is – Daniel was charged with sabotage, wilful damage to public property and multiple manslaughter. And convicted by a jury.’
Alice lowered her gaze to the floor.
‘The statement by Witness X was the clincher.’
‘Yes.’
The lawyer traced the herringbone pattern of the parquetry with the toe of her shoe. ‘The appeal won’t be cheap,’ she said.
She pushed a tub chair towards Alice and then dropped herself into a creaky wooden swivel chair behind a heavy antique table, whose surface, vast and shiny, held only a Q-screen and a metre- high purple crystal. The lawyer’s petite feet dangled above the floor, and from her position in the low tub chair, Alice watched the feet move from side to side as she settled.
She said quietly, ‘I don’t have the money. Yet.’
Kontos didn’t seem to hear that. ‘Who represented Daniel again?’
When Alice said the name, the lawyer rolled her eyes.
She swivelled her chair towards the computer and clicked through the thumbdot images, peering at them with her chin jutting forward. ‘They don’t mean much to me, but you say there’s an engineer willing to testify.’
‘Yes. He’s putting together evidence from overseas.’
‘But he’s a friend, right? We’ll need independent verification. Someone impartial. Perhaps the international expert Daniel contacted. That will cost. And there’s no other new evidence? That’s it?’
Alice felt doubt creeping in. That was all she had. Wasn’t that enough?
Eyes fixed on her screen, the lawyer placed a hand on the tall purple crystal. ‘Some clients pay in kind.’
Alice stared at the crystal geode. Was it amethyst? She didn’t own any valuable object like that. She lifted her arms from the rounded armrests and looked at the worn and faded fabric; this was an original Art Deco chair. And the oil painting above the lawyer’s head – was that a Nora Heysen? She checked the other walls. The picture under a high circular window looked to be an original John Brack, the Collins Street scene, but how had it wound up here? Daniel’s father came to mind, all his wheeling and dealing in the art world, the money he made. Surely he couldn’t have spent it all.
‘Ah …’ Delphina Kontos tipped back in her creaking chair. ‘Here she is. My partner in crime.’
A tall willowy woman entered through a side door. Her golden hair flowed forward as she reached out her hand to Alice. ‘Jackie Lang.’ The skin of her hand was soft and cool. Her eyebrows were golden, her eyelashes invisible. Such a rare colouring, Alice caught herself staring.
Kontos got to her feet, and the partners – one tall, the other short and round – walked the crackling parquetry, discussing ‘the Slider case’ in low voices. Alice couldn’t catch most of what was being said but heard the words money and fees. She looked fixedly through the high round window. Grey woolly clouds covered the sky, but there was an opening, shaped like a keyhole, that revealed blue sky beyond.
The lawyers stopped near her chair. Neither of them seemed to have noticed that Miles Davis had come to an end and the needle was scratching around the middle of the record.
Then Lang said at normal volume, presumably for Alice to hear, ‘She could pay in instalments. After a few months’ grace.’
Her partner pushed out her lower lip. She frowned first at Lang, then at Alice. ‘Tell you what,’ she said. Her chair creaked as she sat down at her desk. ‘I’ll do some calculations and make a few inquiries. Then I’ll send you a predicted costing with instalment dates.’
Instalments – that was more than she’d hoped for. She thanked them and went to leave, but at the door she turned. Lang was bent over Kontos, one hand resting on her shoulder, the other pointing to something on the computer. Despite the angle of the screen, Alice could see her own name above a recent photo of herself. They were checking up on her. Was she part of the brief?
‘I have another question,’ she said. ‘Unrelated.’
Lang reached over and the screen went black. Kontos turned towards Alice, her eyes dark and watchful.
Alice hesitated. ‘I heard you do pro bono work with transgender prisoners.’
Kontos answered. ‘That’s correct.’
‘Have you ever … come across someone called Phon?’
‘Phon, Porn, Pon. There’s a few versions of the name. I’ve met ’em all.’
‘What were they in for?’
‘Pornography. Drugs.’
‘Dealing?’
‘Some.’
The lawyers looked at her expectantly. But she held back. It wasn’t just a matter of trust, it was timing. If she told them about T, they’d want to act now. Besides, too many in the know increased the risks of a leak.
She told them it was for another time, pulled the door closed and clattered down the external fire stairs.
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DANIEL WAS THINNER. His prison garments hung off him in baggy folds, as if he’d shrunk inside them. His skin was pale, and his eyes were red. While she talked, he kept looking away from her with a distracted air.
‘I think …’ She stalled, knowing the reaction she’d get. ‘I think I should ring your father.’
He flared up. ‘No! We’ve been through this.’
‘We could get his help. He might know someone or …’ Daniel was shaking his head at her. ‘Who would he know.’ After a tight silence, she ventured, ‘He must realise something’s up.’
‘Why? We barely had contact before.’ Daniel rubbed his knuckles into his eyes, then stopped. His eyes looked inflamed. ‘Hey, if it’s money you’re thinking of —’
‘No, no,’ she said innocently.
‘Forget it. There’d be none left. He would’ve blown the lot by now.’
The bell rang, making her jump.
She got up from her seat, but Daniel rapped on the glass. ‘Don’t you dare contact him. He must not know.’

But the idea wouldn’t leave her. Next morning, she paced the bustling foyer of Utopia Pharmaceuticals, prior to her appointment. Daniel may be too proud to ask, but she was not. Her father-in-law’s birthday was last week, providing an excuse to ring. She looked at the multi-zone clocks on the foyer wall. New York time was 17.05. She stepped into an alcove.
He took his time to pick up. When his face filled her screen, she wished him a belated happy birthday, and he said, ‘I wasn’t going to answer. You came up as an unknown number.’ He added, ‘You look tired, Alice.’
Tired meant she looked terrible. She could say something unflattering to him if she were so tactless. ‘Thanks.’
‘Been working hard, I guess.’
‘I guess.’ She couldn’t see his eyes. His face seemed to have swallowed them.
He said, ‘Any kids happening yet?’
She stiffened. Any kids happening … What a way to ask.
‘Sorry if that question was out of line.’ He ran a hand through his thinning hair. ‘She would’ve liked a grandchild.’
The old depression hovered. Yes, she’d failed her in-laws on that score.
‘I miss her every day,’ he went on. Wet patches glistened where his eyes must be, and he dabbed at them with his fingers. Unexpectedly she felt a shot of tenderness. Perhaps he had loved his wife, just hadn’t known how to show it. But then he had to blunder on. ‘You two got Christmas bonuses coming up?’
Christmas? It was only October. ‘No. No bonuses.’
‘I’m glad you rang.’ He scratched at his unshaven chin. Other men’s voices could be heard now, calling out from another room. Something about a poker game …?
She said, ‘I wanted to ask a favour.’
‘Hold on.’ The screen went dark, the sound muffled, as her father-in-law put the phone to his chest. His bloated face bobbed up on her screen again. ‘Sorry about that.’ Alice steeled herself to make her request, but he jumped in, ‘Truth is, I’m finding myself a bit short. I wouldn’t normally ask, but —’
What? He was asking her for money? ‘Things are tight our end too,’ she said stiffly.
‘Ah. Well then.’
There was an uncomfortable silence.
Her father-in-law cleared his throat. ‘Best not to mention this to Daniel. Wouldn’t want him to think I was asking you —’
‘I won’t,’ she cut in.
He attempted a smile. ‘Look after yourself, Alice.’

She took the lift, her thoughts jumping. What a hide he had. All those risky ventures, such a schemer. Daniel was right.
On Level 9, she opened the door of the Eterne clinic. The waiting room had been restyled: the walls were now pale blue, and two Monet waterlily prints hung on either side of an enormous gilded mirror. Harp music played softly. A gently lit aquarium was set into the length of one wall.
The row of white, heavily padded chairs was empty. Alice sat in the end seat, next to the aquarium. There were three doors, one of which was open, and from there, beyond a partition, came two voices.
‘I eat a lot of walnuts,’ an elderly woman was saying. ‘They’re supposed to keep your skin looking youthful. But I still look old.’
‘There’s only so much a walnut can do,’ replied the other voice, which Alice recognised as that of the nurse named Rosa.
The elderly woman mustn’t have appreciated that remark, for there was no further conversation.
From where Alice sat, she could see a turtle moving inside the aquarium. She watched its tiny webbed feet paddle among the water hyacinths.
When she was called, Alice went behind the partition.
‘You’re not like the others,’ Rosa whispered to Alice as she tapped her vein. ‘They’re just in this for cosmetic reasons. Vanity.’
The bags under Rosa’s eyes sagged down over her cheeks, lending her face a sad air. But Rosa was not sad. She spoke lovingly of her husband and her son and her grandchildren. Today she said, ‘When we retire, we’re going to have a different grandchild over to our house every day. Never the three together. We want to make each one feel special.’
Alice thought – how lovely; she would do that too, with her own grandchildren, and then the idea turned on itself – Grandchildren? You don’t even have a child.
‘That’s the bloods done,’ said Rosa. ‘Good luck.’ She gave her wrist a squeeze.
Next were the cardiac tests, after which Alice returned to the waiting room, sitting two chairs along from the elderly woman, whose hand moved between a white paper bag and her mouth. Each of her fingers had multiple rings that flashed with diamonds and emeralds. Alice let her body sink into the thick cushioning of the seat and tried to think grateful thoughts, but the rustle of the bag and the crunching of nuts were distracting. When the woman offered her a walnut, she took one.
The woman said, ‘My super ran out three years ago. Who can afford injectables on a pension?’
Alice mirrored her shrug.
After she’d done the pulmonary function tests, a man in a pink jacket came out and advised her of an hour’s wait. This meant she’d be late for work.
He added, with a bright smile, ‘You could settle your account downstairs in the interim.’
She found the elderly woman standing by the elevator. They entered the lift together, and the woman said, ‘No such thing as a free trial, it seems.’
Alice said nothing. In the foyer she went straight to the café, ordered soy chai and sat with her back to Accounts. Her wrist-phone beeped. A message from Glenda, at Golden Care: Need to see you urgently something’s happened with Vinnie
Alice replied: There soon as
In the waiting room on Level 9, all the seats were now occupied. She stood at the aquarium and looked for the turtle. It was treading water, holding its head above the surface. A young man in a white lab coat and with a lock of hair flopping over his forehead came out of the third door and beckoned the walnuteating woman into his room, and then after she’d left, wiggling her ringed fingers at Alice, it was her turn. She went into the room.
The young man gestured for her to stand in front of a screen that showed a table of figures with three rows and three columns, and her name and date of birth at the top. The man pushed his fingers through the floppy bit of hair and tugged on it. Alice felt sorry for him. The beginning of a long day and his eyes were already red-rimmed.
‘I’m delighted to give you good news,’ he said. He didn’t look that delighted. ‘Sorry, I’m supposed to check – have you paid at Accounts?’ He picked up a device and started scrolling through.
Alice stood there. ‘I’m late for work,’ she said with urgency.
‘OK. I’ll make it quick.’ He put down the device, flustered. ‘So here.’ His index finger touched the bottom figure in the column headed Spirometry. ‘Your lung age is now thirty-seven years.’
Alice squeezed her hands together. ‘Wow,’ she breathed.
‘And since you’ve been taking Eterne …’ His finger indicated the three figures in the second column. ‘Your heart age has come down by three years also.’
Alice stared at the figures.
‘We did an additional test, just for you, knowing your … particular concerns. Your reproductive age is’ – he checked on his device – ‘thirty-eight.’
‘Wow,’ she said again.
He paused, taking pleasure in her response. ‘So.’ His fingers raked the floppy hair back from his forehead. ‘Now the trial period has finished, we’re taking you off Eterne, but we’ll need to do a further test in six months, and another at twelve months … and after that …’
Alice nodded and kept nodding, but mentally she’d already moved out of the clinic and was formulating a plan.

She rode a tripleB to the Golden Care Residence, her legs cycling fast. By those biomarkers, she was years younger, and she felt it.
Glenda was waiting at the wide front entrance.
‘What’s happened?’ Alice asked.
Glenda locked the security screen and escorted her down the corridor. ‘He won’t leave his room,’ she said. ‘He gets distressed even if we take him to the bathroom.’
They reached the doorway and stood looking in. ‘Hello, Vinnie,’ Alice said.
Unlike last time, there was no answer. Vinnie’s hand flapped vigorously.
‘We had to put the soft-shell back on him,’ Glenda said. ‘He’s been banging his head.’
Alice’s instinct was to hug Vinnie, but he didn’t tolerate touch and would likely scream.
‘He improved out of sight when his robot mate was here. But now … look at him. Worse than before.’
Vinnie started to rock, his hands clutching his helmet.
‘I wish that professor bloke had never interfered,’ Glenda said. She gestured at a 3D slideshow of the social robot that was flickering on one wall. ‘A parting gift,’ she scoffed.
Alice recalled her grandmother saying, Every child needs a friend, even a rotten friend. ‘Couldn’t we buy the robot? What about the one per cent autism tax?’
‘OPAT wouldn’t cover that.’
‘What can I do, then?’
‘There’s nothing you can do. I just needed you to see for yourself. As his current advocate.’
Alice stared at the 3D slideshow. At the bottom of each slide was the trademark Robots4Life. Perhaps there was something she could do.
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WITHOUT NOTICE, THE exclusive aerogel contractor for the Heritage Council turned up on her doorstep, on the day of her appointment with Dr Patel.
Reluctantly she let ‘Ozgur, call me Ozzie’ into the entrance hallway. He gazed up at the high ornate ceiling and said, ‘Nice.’
‘Is it possible for you to come back another time?’ Alice said. She had Dr Patel’s last available slot.
‘No. This afternoon I start a big job in Paddington. A whole row.’ He stretched out his arms. ‘Three months, maybe more, for that job.’
Bare feet crossed the landing upstairs. T listening in.
She said, ‘Can’t the company send someone else tomorrow?’
Ozzie patted the AIMCo logo on his chest. ‘Me. I am the company.’
There was no option then. She pointed out the cracks that had first appeared in the hallway after the storm and had since widened, and Ozzie twisted his hair into a woollen cap and scraped his broken fingernails along the edges of the cracks.
‘Old houses,’ he said. ‘Beautiful, but …’ He clicked his tongue.
She heard the squeak of T’s bed. While Ozzie wandered through the rooms downstairs, Alice went up to T’s bedroom and tucked her wings under the doona, urging her to keep them hidden.
Even so, she was hesitant to leave Ozzie alone in the house with T. She told him, ‘Look, I have a friend staying. She’s very ill. When you go into her room, please don’t disturb her.’
‘Of course.’ He took a flat carpenter’s pencil out of his top pocket and scratched at his scalp through his cap.
‘You understand that I’m not paying you yet, don’t you?’
‘I understand. Work now, pay later.’
‘Good,’ she said.
‘But – no pay, no certificate for Candy Dabro.’ He repocketed the pencil. ‘I hear Candy’s niece is very, very interested in this house.’
Alice gave a start. So that was what was behind Dabro’s ultimatum, read out at the meeting for all to hear. A niece, waiting … She stood there, thinking it through. If she didn’t get the insulation fixed, she could lose the house.
She said, ‘At least if the work is done …’
‘Exactly. Cracks don’t become worse.’ He beamed.
‘Well then. I’m off.’
Yet still she didn’t move. Could T be trusted? Could Ozzie, given he worked exclusively for Candy Dabro?
Alice looked at the time and opened the door. Ten minutes to get there.

When Alice strode out of the central glass lift and into the vast semicircular reception area that serviced the five obstetricians, the receptionist beckoned her over, glaring, and handed her a paper bill for the previous visits, which Alice promptly scrunched into her pocket. Turning her back on the receptionist, she stood at the glass wall that looked north towards CBD1. Towers and towers and towers, all the way to the quay. There were a few green roofs and green walls, some border shrubbery, but little tree canopy. And no houses.
Her house was her leverage. She understood Dr Patel. It was the one thing he coveted. She would offer him first option, no agent.
When she turned around, Patel was leaning in the doorway to his rooms, one shoulder against the frame, his hands in the pockets of his pants, watching her. She went over.
‘You walked out last time,’ he said, but he didn’t move aside to let her enter. ‘I’ve thought about it. The answer’s the same.’
She glanced around at the other women waiting, one of whom had looked up with obvious interest, before she said in a low voice, ‘Look, I’ll do you a deal.’
Patel considered a moment before pushing off from the doorframe and stepping back for her to pass. He closed the door after her, and they both remained standing, eyeing each other. She caught a whiff of his hair oil.
‘I want you to transfer the stored embryos. Daniel’s and mine.’ His mouth opened with an intake of breath, but she cut him off. ‘A successful implant’ – her voice cracked – ‘that’s what I want from you.’
‘And your end of the deal, for my breaking the law …?’
‘I have something you want.’

Leaving the medical centre, Alice debated with herself whether to make a quick visit home to check on the aerogel guy. She decided against it – she had too much work to do – and rang him instead. Ozzie told her he’d inspected every room and that the job would take several hours. He didn’t mention T. Satisfied, she caught a Slider straight to work.
That afternoon when Ozzie rang, she took her phone out onto the narrow, south-facing balcony. It was the same balcony she’d taken Jorge Manuel to, and as she stepped outside, she felt a fizz of that excitement she’d felt then, on hearing what he’d found out. A fizz that had since gone flat.
Ozzie said straight off, ‘Who is angel in kimono?’
Alice drew a sharp breath.
He said, ‘I went into her room for some repair, and I saw a black thing hanging out her bed. And she showed me her wings. ‘She said she is a sing-ger. I listened to her songs. Very nice.’
Alice sighed. T couldn’t help herself. But now she’d put them both at risk.
‘She is beautiful. I want to marry with her. But why she is hiding?’

That evening, without stopping to check the aerogel repairs, Alice ran up to T’s bedroom. T was awake, in the semi-darkness, her eyes on the ceiling.
‘You can’t stay here anymore,’ Alice said. ‘It’s not safe.’ She shook T’s foot that protruded from the doona. ‘You hear me?’
T looked at her, bleary-eyed.
‘Too many people know. My neighbour. Lowell. Now this aerogel guy. I asked you to stay under the covers. And you go showing him your wings.’
T said, her voice faint, ‘Ozzie promised not to tell.’ Her gaze was drawn back to the ceiling, as if there was something of interest up there.
‘You do realise you’re in danger. People will be looking for you. People from the lab. You don’t seem to care.’
T screwed her face up tight. ‘My head … it’s killing me.’
Alice felt her forehead: it was burning with fever.
In the kitchen, Alice poured water into a glass and popped the last remaining tablet from the blister pack.
T dry-swallowed the tablet, refusing the water, and with awkward movements turned onto her side, facing the wall.
Alice listened to her laboured breathing. It was too late now to cast her out.
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THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, the computer pinged several times – the radiologists sending through the post-op scans for Dr Xu’s VIP patient, the woman with a handbag full of money. Alice opened the scans with interest. The data showed no trauma, no soft tissue abnormalities. Xu would be pleased.
She requested the bone scintigrams from the nuclear medicine technologist and waited, drumming her fingers. She reminded herself to ask Xu for another prescription for T.
The scintigrams, when they arrived, showed no signs of implant-related infection. None. Another pat on the back for the team. For a decade now they’d been leaders in their use of biomimetic material.
After rechecking all the data, she wrote a report and sent it, along with the folder of scans, to Dr Xu. She added a thank you for the prescription for morphine and requested a repeat. She smiled to herself. His pleasure at the positive report would outweigh his displeasure at the request.
The prescription appeared on her screen five minutes later, with the warning: I hope this is the last. That gave her pause. Perhaps it would be. T’s health fluctuated so much, it was hard to tell. Alice opened her personal device and researched the symptoms of lyssavirus. Headaches, fevers, weakness, leading eventually to difficulty speaking, aversion to fresh air (Fresh air? That was an odd one), delirium, paralysis. All symptoms worse at night, and fluctuations common. Death within weeks. She closed the laptop. T had been with her for three.

Later, when her colleagues had gone home and she was standing at her workstation, Alice heard Dr Xu’s brisk little footsteps along the tiled corridor. She clicked her screen to black, to stop him nosing around another surgeon’s data. They greeted each other with a single nod.
Instead of wearing his stiff white hospital coat, Xu was dressed for the street in a thick overcoat, the collar upturned. Small in stature, he looked to be swallowed by the garment. ‘Our patient from Guangzhou,’ he said, ‘was very happy with the results.’
Alice blinked at him. Our patient now, was it?
He went on, ‘It was our achievement. A surgeon is only as good as his team. Don’t you think?’
She nodded slowly, gratified to hear him acknowledge that fact but wary of where he was headed.
‘I’m glad you agree.’ From an inner pocket of his coat, Xu extracted a packet, and Alice watched, shocked, as he opened her top drawer, her personal drawer – empty, except for her dead phone and a box of tampons – and placed the packet inside. He nudged the drawer closed with his knee, stood in front of the drawer and looked at her, his face impassive.
Alice, speechless, took a step back and glanced around the empty office.
‘You deserve a bonus,’ he said, ‘in recognition of your excellent work.’
Bonus, he was calling it.
‘We collaborate well, you and I.’
Alice recalled how flustered he’d been when that woman was flapping a bundle of cash at him. Now she understood. It wasn’t that the woman had offered him money, but that she’d done it publicly.
Xu was waiting for Alice to speak.
‘I see,’ she said. But what she saw was that Xu, having accepted the woman’s money, effectively a bribe, was hoping to share the guilt.
His face went dark. Clearly he wanted more – gratitude, at least. He spoke curtly. ‘About the script for opioids. In future do not put anything like that in writing. We’ll keep things face to face, going forward.’ He nodded. ‘Goodnight.’ Turning, he walked towards the lift in his thick overcoat.

She opened the drawer and stared. A yellow packet, the sort once used for internal mail. She picked it up and felt the bulk and weight of it in her hand. Unfolding the end, she peered in at the banknotes, confirming they were American dollars. She dropped the packet back in the drawer and slammed the drawer shut. How dare Xu put her in this predicament.
Reject the money and things would turn sour between them. Xu would be wary of her, as she held this knowledge over him, knowledge she could leak to others.
But to accept the money meant becoming complicit. Her professional integrity was at stake. We’ ll keep things face to face, going forward. Did this imply there’d be more such bonuses to come? It was a slippery slope, and he’d have her in his pocket.
Nevertheless, she had medical bills to pay, lawyers’ fees, now the aerogel repairs. And there was Vinnie’s robot. She slid the drawer open once more. How much was in there? No, she wouldn’t count it. If she knew how much, she might be swayed.
Meanwhile, where to stow it for safekeeping? If she took the packet home or put it in her locker, she’d be halfway to accepting it. Best to leave it in the drawer and return it to Xu tomorrow. She pushed the yellow packet to the back of the drawer, piled her old phone and the box of tampons on top, and shoved the drawer shut.
Grabbing her coat, she went down to the Slider stop and waited in the evening chill. Despite her coat, she was shivering. All around, office workers were hurrying to be somewhere, their faces closed, just like the faces in the John Brack painting, one of nine originals on the lawyers’ wall. Payment in kind. She didn’t own any heirlooms like that. She gazed upwards at the dark sky, not a single star.
In Xu’s eyes, the money was a recognition that the work she did was valuable to him. So why shouldn’t she share in the proceeds? Yet she could see his money for what it was – a corruption of the medical system. He had taken extra care with that patient’s operation, and perhaps unwittingly she herself had taken extra care in creating the implant. Why should they be treating any patient differently from another?

She expected to find T in bed asleep, but instead she was sitting in a kitchen chair, staring out at the shadowy patio, as if in a trance. Day by day, Alice never knew how she’d find her.
She began scrubbing vegetables under the tap, and T scraped her chair closer, hooking it along with her foot, so as to watch, her useless wings hanging to the floor. Alice chopped and sautéed the onions and carrots, garlic and celery. She got out the kidney beans and pasta shells, then put the soup to simmer while she cleaned up the bench. All the while she thought about Dr Xu and the money.
‘You never listen to music,’ T said.
Alice stopped. Daniel had been the music man, using it to energise himself for a task. She said, ‘I find silence relaxing.’
T said, ‘I always had music in my ears.’
When the minestrone was ready, Alice sat at the table with a bowl of soup for herself and a cup of the clear broth for T. A vivid image of the yellow packet in her drawer came to her, and she put down her spoon and looked at T, who was noisily sucking the broth through the straw. On impulse, Alice told her about the dilemma.
T came to life at the mention of the packet stuffed with money. ‘How much is in there?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You didn’t count it?’
‘All I know is that they were greenbacks.’
‘I say if money falls into your lap, why not keep it?’
Alice smiled. T’s morals were of the simple variety. ‘It’s more complex than that.’
‘I used to get tips. Big ones sometimes.’ A childlike boast.
Alice pictured T, in high heels and the waitstaff shirt with her name embroidered on it, carrying a tray of colourful cocktails on the flat of her hand. She said, ‘Tips are legal. So are KPI bonuses. This is neither.’
‘Give me the money, then, if you don’t want it.’
She shouldn’t have told T anything. She repositioned the straw in T’s cup and pushed the cup closer. ‘Don’t let it go cold,’ she urged, but T ignored her. ‘Look, it’s not a matter of not wanting the money. I’m in a great deal of debt, in fact.’
‘So, take it. If you don’t take the money, who gets it? Him. What’s the good of that?’
Alice conceded this point. She spooned some soup into her mouth and mushed the potato between her teeth. ‘If it were a one-off …’ Yes, she would consider it, as unethical as it was. But she suspected that Xu had ambitions of building this into a business, using the wealthy residents of Guangzhou as a cash cow. Under his pressure, she’d be obliged to put more focus on his patients, which would take time away from her other work. That wasn’t fair. And if she slipped up …? What then? To date she hadn’t, but under pressure a mistake could happen. And then there was the rest of the team. They might guess and despise her. In time she’d despise herself.
No, she decided. She’d tell him no.

The next morning, she went straight to Dr Xu’s rooms. The receptionist had just arrived and looked at her with annoyance as he removed his jacket and scarf. ‘No appointments today,’ he said. He arranged his jacket on the back of his chair and brushed at the shoulders.
This receptionist was new and evidently hoping for a quiet day to himself. When she asked about Xu’s whereabouts, he replied, taking a banana and a container of salad from his man bag, ‘Dr Xu’s at the airport. As – we – speak.’
‘Where’s he off to?’ she asked casually, thinking – Guangzhou?
He narrowed his eyes at her. ‘I’m not sure that’s your business.’
‘Perhaps then you could be so good as to tell me when he’s back.’ The receptionist heaved a sigh. He would know offhand, of course, but he made a show of logging onto his device and scrolling through the schedule. ‘Wednesday.’
Outside it had begun to drizzle. Alice, buttoning her jacket, walked to the clinic via the covered walkway. Five days. A clever move on Xu’s part. The longer the money stayed in her possession, the harder it would be to return. He was giving her time to grow used to the idea. She felt manipulated, which made her angry. Five days was too long to wait.
At her desk, she began:
Dr Xu,
Thank you for your kind offer.
She stopped. But? But I don’t want your dirty money. And your venality appals me. She continued:
I am afraid, however, I will have to decline it.
Best wishes
Alice
The reply came within the hour:
Dear Alice
Since our patient gave such a glowing review, a number of patients here in Guangzhou have booked in with me for orthopaedic surgery. I’m assessing them this week.
Regarding that offer, I am sure that once you think it over, you’ll have a change of heart. I look forward to continuing our excellent working relationship.
Yours sincerely
Dr Quentin Xu
She read his reply again. Our patient? It’s your patient, Dr Xu. Glowing review – it wasn’t a movie, for heaven’s sake. Where was this review anyway? In the local press over there, or on some medical website? Either way, she’d guessed right: he was in Guangzhou, touting for business.
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IN HER LUNCHBREAK, Alice caught three Sliders to reach the Maxi. She passed quickly through security, there being few visitors at this time, and hurried to the allocated booth. But on the other side of the glass partition, Daniel’s seat was empty. She stared at it, the simple bamboo chair. Where was he? This had never happened before. She glanced at the clock, five minutes gone, and then at the booths on either side, where prisoners were talking with their visitors as normal.
A panic mounted inside her. After thirteen minutes, she jumped from her seat, chocked the door open with her satchel and ran back to the visitors’ booking pad. She pressed the speaker button. ‘Prisoner 317 is not in the booth.’ Her voice came out shrill and loud.
She waited for a reply, but none came.
She rapped at the little metal grille. ‘Can anybody hear me?’
Again, there was no reply. She ran back to the booth, kicking her satchel aside, and stood at the glass partition, staring at the empty chair. Today the lights seemed painfully bright.
When at last Daniel entered the door on his side of the booth, he was shuffling like an older man. She sat up. He shoved his chair in closer before he sat. His eyes moved about in an agitated way, glaring at the glass walls that contained him.
Alice felt alarmed. Was he on some drug?
He said, ‘Put your hands on the partition.’
Taken aback, she hesitated.
‘Hands,’ he said.
She pressed her hands to the divider, with fingers spread. The glass was cold.
On the other side, Daniel placed his hands to mirror hers, with just his scarred fingertips visible above her fingers. If only their fingers could interlock, and she could feel the warmth of his skin.
His eyes moved right, telling her what to do.
She hesitated again, for with the cameras it was a risk, before she slowly slid her left hand downwards. On Daniel’s scarred palm pressed to the glass was a tiny squiggle of writing in red ink. Or was that blood? She brought her face closer until she made out the word: prisoners.
She looked back at Daniel. His mouth was smiling, but there was fear at the back of his eyes. Now she tilted her other hand away from the glass. On his left palm was the word disappearing.
He took his hands from the glass, spat on his palms and rubbed them on the knees of his jumpsuit. He lifted his chin and grinned defiantly at the camera eye.
She stood up. ‘Daniel,’ she warned.
Both their booths clicked open, terminating the session.
She walked out of the Maxi, distraught, and stood on the street in the gritty wind. What was going on in there? Was Daniel in fear of his life? There was no time now for the legal route with new lawyers. She had to get him out urgently. But how?
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SHE WALKED ALONG the green way, her hands clenched deep in her pockets, the wind dragging at her jacket. Cyclists whirred past. Her plans had crumbled. The legal avenue would be far too slow. A bribe was now the only solution. But where could she get the money for that? The sale of her house to Patel would not come through for at least five weeks, more like seven. The embryos were transferred in pairs. If a second transfer was needed, the time lag could be twice as long. In the interim, she’d need a large amount of ready cash.
And offer a bribe to the wrong person and she herself would wind up in prison.

At work she went straight to her desk and opened the top drawer, pulled out the worn yellow packet, tucked it inside her cardigan and went into the storeroom. As she closed the door, she saw Citra’s head bob up above the far partition. Alice flicked the lock. Standing under the single light, she shook the money out onto a shelf and counted it. Then she looked inside the yellow packet and around the floor for any bills she may have missed. In disbelief, she counted the money again. There was not even enough to pay for the aerogel. She’d seen all those banknotes the VIP patient had flapped at Dr Xu, and there’d been more of them spilling from her handbag. And this was all he’d given her? Alice gave a bitter laugh. He’d made it easy for her now.

It was hard to concentrate on her work. Daniel’s message on his palms, the need for urgent action, had derailed her. There was only one possibility. She rang Harmony Aged Care to check the roster. At 3 p.m. she left work and called an autopod.
The door to her grandmother’s ensuite was ajar. Inside, Gran was standing on the rubber floor, her forearms leaning onto the middle rung of the robo-shower, while the shower-arm rotated about her sagging body, spraying soapy water. Five tattooed bees scaled the back of her left leg, the fifth one distorted on the fold of her buttock. Alice felt a rush of sad fondness. Such resilience in that old body.
Fiza, standing ready with Gran’s clothes, said to Alice, ‘She will finish soon,’ and closed the door.
It was Fiza Alice wanted to see.
Wandering over to the window, Alice pulled back the gauzy inner curtain and stared out at the pensioner wing opposite. Gran was lucky not to be over there in those multi-bed dorms. This unit may be claustrophobic, but it was private.
Alice pushed the wheelchair aside and moved through the small spaces of the room. On the shelf stood a photo of her mother and father with herself as a baby. She picked up the photo and, after wiping the dust from the glass, kissed the face of each parent. She remembered her mother saying, ‘The love I give to you is stored inside you. That love you will pass on to your own child.’ Alice envisaged that love as a chain, passed from mother to child, mother to child, on and on into the future.
A shopping channel was displayed on the muted screen recessed into the wall, and when she opened the cart, she saw her grandmother had selected, but was yet to pay for, a set of kitchen pans and utensils. She deleted the items, switched channels to the Mission, and sat on the end of the bed to wait. On screen, the leadership team, all wearing compression cuffs, were having a meeting in cramped quarters. The recent friction between the head engineer and the chief medico was being discussed and smoothed over in their quiet, civilised way.
Then Gran hobbled out, clutching Fiza’s arm, her torso crumpled forward. She slumped onto the bed. ‘You watching that stupid show? People pretending to go to Mars.’
Alice stroked her grandmother’s thin hair. ‘It’s real. Real people on a real mission. It takes them seven months to get there.’ A oneway trip, most likely. Never to see their families again in person. Or the sea or a river. How could they give that up?
‘Mars. It’s a studio set.’
‘Gran, it’s like the reality TV programs you watched when you were young.’ Alice picked up a hairbrush from the shelf and began brushing her grandmother’s hair, which, she noted, had grown straggly. ‘That man there’ – she pointed the hairbrush at Henry Wu – ‘is the third Australian space traveller.’
Gran blew air out of her mouth in scorn. ‘So, are you going to take me for a walk or what?’ She got herself into the wheelchair.
Alice wheeled her out into the corridor, left her there, and went back to Fiza. ‘Can we talk?’ she said. ‘Later.’
‘Of course. I will be at hydrotherapy pool.’
Gran yelled, ‘What are you two whispering about?’ and Fiza smiled.
Alice steered the wheelchair through the internal exit, and while she negotiated the long, ridged temporary ramp, she related the story of the woman she’d met in the Eterne trial who ate walnuts to improve her complexion. Gran said she couldn’t care less about a woman like that and started asking about Eterne, snapping questions over her shoulder. What was the drug for? Why had Alice signed up for that? Why the hell was she letting a pharmaceutical company experiment on her? What sort of bunny was she?
Alice let go of the handgrips and let the chair freewheel down the remaining length of the ramp, jolting on every ridge. That’ ll shake her up. Cranky old thing. Then guiltily Alice rushed to grab the handgrips and steered the wheelchair off the ramp and into the memory garden, where she parked at the elevated herb bed.
She held some sage leaves under her grandmother’s nose, but Gran turned her face away. Then Alice pulled off a sprig of mint, crushing the leaves in her fist. This time her grandmother breathed deeply. ‘Roast lamb and mint sauce,’ she said. ‘Nana used to make that. Sunday roasts, with gravy.’
Alice, sensing someone watching, looked across the garden. In the caged-off area for dementia patients, a man with a bright pink face, white hair and big false teeth was pressed against the wire, grinning fixedly at her. Behind him, a duck waddled along, and a woman was shambling after it, her arms outstretched. Alice recalled her grandmother’s GP saying to her once, in his usual blunt way, ‘All these people living to a hundred. What’s the point, if their minds are mush.’
A chill breeze blew through the garden. She turned the wheelchair around to face the sunny rosemary patch and considered what she would say. She figured Fiza would be discreet.
Gran was rubbing a spike of rosemary between her palms. She put her nose in her hands, said, ‘Roast lamb again,’ and held up a hand to Alice.
Her nails, Alice saw, were ragged. She would ask Fiza about that, and about her hair.
They moved on to the French lavender, and Gran stretched out both arms to hug the bush. She said, ‘I miss your mother. She was a delightful child.’
‘She was a delightful mother.’
Her grandmother gave her a sharp look, a spark of jealousy. But it was true. There wasn’t a day that she didn’t think of her mother, and every memory was a good one. What she would give to spend a week with her, even one hour. She had so many questions. Despondent now, she plucked off lavender flower spikes to make a posy.
‘If they’re for my room, don’t bother,’ said Gran. ‘Flowers die in there.’ After some thought, she added, ‘I’m going to die soon.’
‘Oh dear,’ Alice said.
‘Wait till you get to my age. You’ll be thinking about death every minute.’
‘But until you die, you are alive.’
Alice bent over to offer a hug, and Gran leaned forward to receive it. Hugging her in the wheelchair was awkward, but Alice held on tightly. She couldn’t lose her, not yet. Gran was all the family she had. Over her grandmother’s shoulder, she saw the man in the caged area, grinning.
She let Gran go. ‘You smell like a herb farm,’ was all she said.

She pushed open the door to the hydrotherapy pool. The temperature here felt ten degrees warmer. In the glassed-in area, three residents lay on sun lounges, while in the pool a woman thrashed about, attempting to follow the shouted instructions of a physiotherapist. The smell of chlorine was strong.
Fiza acknowledged her presence with a nod. Her braided hair glistened in the humidity. Eyes on the woman in the pool, she said, ‘Your grandmother told you about her room? No? Next month she’s moving into a dorm.’
‘The pensioner wing …? But I thought that she kept her same room until …’ Until … she couldn’t think about that until. ‘I want her to live a long life, in comfort.’
‘Inshallah,’ Fiza said, with a sympathetic glance.
‘She doesn’t have enough money …?’
‘I don’t know about our clients’ finances. But dorms, they are for poor people.’
Alice gazed up at the high blue ceiling, where reflected light from the water bounced about. Her grandmother’s account must have run dry. Why hadn’t they informed her? Gran would have to come live with her. Was that doable? It would mean working remotely. Would they let her?
Fiza was saying, ‘Those dorm people get nothing. No podiatry, no physio. No aqua.’ She gestured, her pale palm upwards, at the woman floundering in the water, whose groans echoed off the hard surfaces of the room. ‘No hair care, no mani, no excursions. Nothing.’
Hell, in other words. ‘Why I wanted to see you,’ Alice said with urgency, ‘is that I’d like to meet with your cousin.’
Fiza frowned. ‘The ruckman …?’
She shook her head. ‘The youngest one.’
‘Zareb, you mean?’
‘Yes, him. I need to borrow some money.’
Fiza’s face went blank.
‘A lot of money.’
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ZAREB LIVED IN the zone built some fifty years ago in the era of the starchitects. The strange shapes of pyramids, golden orbs and twisting towers, visible from the carriage window, had degenerated into slums, and all bore the marks of indelible graffiti. There was no reason for a non-resident to come here, and Alice felt out of place as soon as she stepped off the crowded Slider 957 at the end of the line. The other passengers surged en masse across the platform, pushing past her with hostile glances.
Out on the windy street, she retreated into a doorway till the footpath had cleared. Head south-east, Fiza had said, until you see the Giant Yurt, and Alice did so now, attempting to appear purposeful. She passed a group of older women crouched, chatting, in the shelter of a brick wall, their hair bundled high in colourful head wraps. The women greeted her with friendly waves, and she waved in return.
With the yurt now in sight, Alice walked on through a large, concreted area, where kids were having a relay race that involved three ancient rusted trolleys, the kind that used to be in supermarkets. In each team, one boy was running while pushing a trolley, with another boy hanging on inside it. The concrete was cracked and broken in places, and part of the game was avoiding getting the wheels of the trolley stuck. When a trolley rounded a bollard and returned to its waiting queue of children, the boy inside the trolley jumped out to take his turn as runner while the boy at the front of the line clambered in. They were having so much fun that Alice lingered to watch, but some kids in a losing line became aware of her presence, nudging each other. One of them yelled at her in words she didn’t understand, and when others joined in, she moved off in a hurry.

According to the sign out front, the Giant Yurt was a Multi-Faith Prayer Centre. But the sign must have been old, for through the open windows, rows of children’s beds and cots were visible. A childcare centre? An orphanage?
Next to the Giant Yurt stood a seven-storey apartment block, its exterior pitted and crumbling from concrete cancer. No helpful number was attached to the facade, but according to Fiza’s directions, this would be the building.
Blocking the entrance was a big man, shirtless despite the cold wind, whose muscular shoulders and torso gleamed as if they were oiled. When she came to a stop before him, she saw that a tattoo darkened his neck, and his chest above his folded arms was a mess of shiny scars.
A buzzing noise circled overhead. Keeping his eyes on Alice, the man backed into the shadow of the foyer. She glanced skywards: a drone hovered directly over the building. She stepped inside also.
‘Zareb?’ she said.
The man stood as impassive as a post. The whites of his eyes were streaked with red. She felt uneasy. Had she got the wrong building? She tried again, ‘Do you know Fiza? She told Zareb I was coming.’
The man’s eyelids flickered, and he pressed his wrist. After a short while, a bell chimed in the foyer, and turning sideways, the man pointed not at the lift, which was cordoned off by a chain, but at the stairs. She smelt his sweat as she passed.
She began to climb the steps in the graffiti-sprayed stairwell. At the first floor, she stuck her head out the fire door, which was illegally chocked open, but all the apartments along the corridor were bolted with old-fashioned padlocks. The air had an unventilated smell. She continued up three more flights, and at each floor, the same. At the last turn of the stairs, she became afraid. Ahead of her was a waterfall of noodle boxes, opened cans, wrappers, food scraps and twisted items of clothing, as if someone had upended a garbage bin down the steps.
That decided her. She should get the hell out of there. Quickly she started back down, but when she glanced over the rail into the stairwell, the muscled doorman was looking up at her. She felt trapped. He motioned with his hand for her to keep going.
Back up she went, stepping through the stinking litter to reach the fifth and final floor. Here the sound of classical music drew her down the corridor to an open doorway, beyond which a young man, who looked remarkably like Fiza, was seated on a sofa.
‘Zareb?’ she said.
He waved her in. He was wearing a white shirt and white pants with a black woven leather belt. ‘We thought we lost you,’ he joked.
The space was huge and open plan, with the kitchen, dining area and bedroom suite all visible, all clean and contemporary but devoid of personal effects, and only one internal door, presumably leading to a bathroom. The air was comfortably warm and gently lit. There was no one else in sight.
‘Coffee?’ Zareb gestured grandly at a low table, a jebena on a tray.
Her aim was to get out as fast as she could, but she didn’t want to cause offence. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and he stood to pour her a cup.
She sat stiffly in the armchair that he indicated, while he resumed his place on the sofa, one arm along the top, sitting sideways towards her, legs crossed, as if they were old friends about to share confidences.
‘Bakeries?’ His free arm swept towards some pastries on the tray. ‘No? Well then. Business. Fiza explained me your problem, and I’m happy to help.’ He smiled broadly, and his teeth were very white against his skin. ‘Of course, to transfer large sums takes a long time. Bit by bit. We are very careful with the authorities. You understand.’
She guessed he was referring to the legal transfer threshold, above which the banks were obliged to notify AUSTRAC. ‘Yes,’ she said. She held the little tulip-shaped cup to her lips and took a mouthful. The coffee tasted of cloves.
‘So. When will you return my money?’
She gulped down the coffee in her mouth. ‘One month …?
Maybe two. Or is three possible?’
‘Three is OK.’ He leaned forward to hold out his wrist-phone.
After some hesitation, she held her wrist-phone towards his, and they exchanged QR codes. From behind the bathroom door, she thought she heard a metallic sound.
‘Fiza explained you our interest rate …?’
‘She did.’
‘After one month, the interest goes up. Doubles. You see? After three months, doubles again. After that … we worry.’ His strong white teeth showed once more.
Her underarms were moist with sweat. Fiza hadn’t told her about all the doubling. What had she got herself into?
Zareb slapped his thighs and stood up. Business over. He walked her to the lift, removed the chain and pressed the button. ‘Tell me, how do you know Fiza?’
He said it so conversationally that Alice replied without thinking, ‘She’s my grandmother’s key support worker.’
The lift pinged and opened. ‘So.’ He made a sweeping gesture for her to enter the lift. ‘We know where we can find you.’
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ALICE RAN ALL the way to the S-stop. When she ran past the children careering round with the supermarket trolleys, three of the boys took chase, whooping at her, even when the elderly women in coloured head wraps yelled at them to quit. Her heart was pounding by the time she jumped aboard Slider 957 and slumped, panting, into a high seat. One boy had persisted and leapt up and down on his long legs, smacking her window, before the Slider pulled away.
She took deep breaths, letting go of the fright the boys had given her – after all, she was an intruder in their territory, what could she expect? But the tension of that meeting with Zareb. No one had frisked her; there was no metal detector. He hadn’t asked her for any security. The transaction was based on trust. She knew Fiza, and that was enough. Yet his parting words disturbed her: We know where we can find you.
To distract herself, she gazed out the Slider window at the unfamiliar suburbs. The city had grown so ugly, so vertical. Her eyes searched for pockets of green in the concrete world. When the tall tower of the Maxi came into view, she slowly twisted in her seat, keeping it in sight. She pictured Daniel as she’d last seen him, fearful but defiant in that brightly lit cubicle, the message on his hands.
I’m going to bribe you out of there, my love.

She felt calmer, more resolute, as the Slider moved into the familiar territory of CBD1. She could manage this, it was doable: get Zareb’s money paid back within the three months. It all hung on Patel and the outcome of the embryo transfer … but she couldn’t think about that now.
Alighting at the S-stop, she was surprised to see the Irishman and his two wolfhounds making their way along the busy footpath. Passers-by stared and gave the dogs a wide berth. One woman backed away with a shriek.
On impulse, Alice ran to catch up. ‘It’s so unusual,’ she said, falling into step beside the Irishman. ‘Big dogs in the city.’
‘Ah, illegal, you mean,’ he said, not at all fazed by her presence. ‘I’m just staying at my mam’s while she’s in hospital.’ His thumb pointed back at the hospital gates. ‘I’m after visiting her.’
‘Is she all right? Your mother?’
He stopped to look at her, with curious eyes. ‘Depression, you know. They’re giving her psilocybin. I tell her if she comes and lives with me in the country, she’ll have no need of it.’
‘Whereabouts do you live?’
He told her the name. ‘Have you not heard of it? There are only 500 souls in the whole town. And seven streets …’
Alice tucked away the name of the town. A musical name for a cluster of houses, a place where gardens grew and birds called. Sofala. The tall wolfhounds angled their whiskery heads as if listening. The sounds of the city receded. Passing faces became a blur. Sofala presented itself to her as an enchanted place, far from the city, as another way to be.
Then her wrist-phone buzzed – a bank alert – and she snapped to. The first instalment was in. What had she done? Now there was no turning back.
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AS VISITS TO the Maxi required a minimum nine hours’ notice, Alice got up at dawn the following day to make a booking for 3 p.m. She needed to see Daniel; the last visit had so upset her.
She was at work by 6 a.m. She worked through lunch and completed what was urgent, in her careful, methodical way, before booking an autopod. She pulled on her red jacket and was pressing the button at the lifts when the head of HR materialised at her side, giving her a start, and said, ‘Can we have a chat?’
The lift was open, and the autopod would be out the front, but Alice saw the expression on Citra’s face. She followed her into the interview room, which was small and windowless and lit by too many downlights, and sat down opposite her. The shiny grey section of Citra’s hair was now longer than the tarnished ends.
‘You’ve had several absences,’ Citra said. ‘Disappearances.’
Disappearances. Like the prisoners at the Maxi. ‘I work back late,’ Alice said. ‘I get in early. I do what’s needed.’
Citra nodded, clearly not listening. ‘We were wondering if you might need some assistance. We thought …’
We? Who was included in this we? Her supervisor?
‘We thought we could recruit a part-time person to take on some of your load. That would allow you to drop down to two or three days, something more manageable.’
Two or three days? She couldn’t live on that. ‘Thank you, but I’d rather stay full time.’ When Citra remained silent, Alice added, ‘If I have the choice.’
‘There has been a complaint.’
‘From whom?’
‘From two parties, actually.’
‘Who are they? About what?’
Citra looked uncomfortable. The meeting evidently wasn’t going as planned. ‘All right, let’s keep you on the five days. For now. But you’ll need to be available. On site, during surgeons’ hours. And please don’t forget, you’re a member of a team.’

Alice stepped out into an afternoon that was cool but bright, and into the waiting autopod. What did Citra mean by that last comment? Resume having lunch in the kitchen? Attend the Tuesday pizza nights …? Or was it about that one team meeting she’d missed?
As the autopod whizzed through the city streets, she thought how Citra’s directive to be available, on-site, put paid to the idea of relocating Gran to her home.
At the Maxi, things went smoothly. Daniel was on time, clean shaven and with a new haircut, but he had the darkly shadowed eyes of an insomniac.
She began, ‘I’m feeling more positive.’ She twisted the garnet ring on her finger.
His eyes went to the ring, and his mouth softened.
‘The damage to your car can be fixed,’ she said.
He hid his surprise, flicked her a glance. ‘That’s good.’ A cautious nod. ‘Will it be expensive?’
‘I have the money.’ In fact, within a fortnight she’d have the full amount from Zareb. What she needed now was a contact. There’d be some official who’d buckle – but which one? ‘Now I need someone who can fix it.’
Daniel sat rigid.
‘My friend Charmaine might know someone,’ she went on.
Another cautious nod. He knew Charmaine’s work.
When the time was up, the cubicle doors clicking open simultaneously, he said, ‘I love that red jacket on you,’ and kissed the air towards her.

Where Charmaine lived was not on a direct line from the Maxi. Alice had to change Sliders at three points to get there, and at each cross-point there was a wait. Waiting made her edgy. She worried at her next problem: who to bribe. She was in over her head. Borrowing a vast sum from Zareb, an amount half the value of her house, at extortionist interest rates, was bad enough, but bribery? – this was beyond her.
The suburb was an all-new development that had retained the riverbank pedestrian and cycle paths and the nine-hole golf course but had demolished the freestanding homes to erect townhouses set in square blocks, each enclosing a private residents-only garden. There were twenty-three such squares, each named after an Australian poet. Charmaine’s square was called Wright.
Alice spent some minutes walking the footpath, trying to recall which townhouse it was – they were all identical – before a door opened and Charmaine stood there, looking out. She was dressed as if for a party, in an autumn-tone frock with a string of citrine, and Alice’s first thought was that Charmaine had forgotten and was going out, but then they hugged and went through to the kitchen, and she realised her friend had dressed for her.
From her tote she pulled out a Chinese money plant she’d bought at a nursery near the last Slider cross-point. ‘Happy birthday,’ she said.
‘Thank you. Hope it’s hardy.’ Charmaine rolled her eyes in the direction of the enormous pots in the courtyard, which were choked with weeds. ‘I’d offer you a coffee, but I’m not sure how to use this thing. It was his toy.’
They looked at the coffee machine, which occupied half the bench.
‘It’s trained to his voice, like everything in the house. Even the VA has stopped responding to me.’
‘Tea’s fine,’ said Alice.
They sat at the table. Charmaine raised and lowered the teapot, pouring the Earl Grey into antique cups. Something bumped Alice’s shin, and she lifted the tablecloth. It was Marcel, the ancient cat, wearing a pet cone.
‘That’s to stop him biting himself. He’s got some weird, untreatable skin disease.’
The fur had been chewed away on both sides of Marcel’s body, and the skin looked raw. He meowed at Alice, scratching at the leg of her jeans, but it wasn’t an appealing thought to pick him up. Instead, she dipped her hand inside the cone and stroked around his ears.
‘He’s so demanding. He knows he’s the only male in the house now.’ Charmaine studied him with distaste. ‘But for the twins, I’d have him put down.’
‘Where are the girls?’
‘At a playmate’s. Identical twins have novelty value, they’re invited everywhere. Thank goodness.’
‘How are they … adjusting?’
Charmaine went still. A long moment passed. ‘I think in their minds,’ she began, ‘Papa’s simply away. He led the coach’s life, always travelling.’ She paused. ‘It hasn’t hit them that he’s gone – forever.’ A grief-stricken expression froze on her face. Alice squeezed her wrist, and Charmaine looked down at her hand. ‘The girls have each other. It’s me that feels it. A void inside.’
Alice made a sympathetic murmur. She knew that void.
‘And you?’ Charmaine said, stirring herself. ‘Any developments?’
She shook her head, no, and set the empty cup with care in its saucer.
‘What time is it?’ Charmaine turned to look at the wall clock. ‘Five. A bit early, but shall we?’ Forced gaiety in her voice. She went over to the bench and held up a half-empty bottle of wine. ‘Red? Or would you prefer white?’ She opened her RU, lifted out a bottle and looked at the label. Her face brightened. ‘French bubbles?’
They took the bottle and glasses outside, to the wooden table in the brick courtyard, and sat with the late sun warming their chests. The champagne frothed into the flutes, spilling over, running down the stems. They clinked glasses.
Charmaine said, ‘Sophia has the impression you don’t like her.’
‘What? She said that?’
‘After Desi’s cocktail evening.’
‘Oh. It was just ….’ Alice sighed, shaking her head. ‘… those birthing exercises.’
They laughed.
‘I know how it is,’ Charmaine said. ‘You think it’s never going to happen for you. It feels unfair. You see pregnant women everywhere you go. I hated them.’ The froth had settled in the flutes, and she carefully topped them up. ‘We waited eight years for our twins. It only worked for us in the end when I had the frozen embryo transfer on a natural cycle.’ She leaned sideways to pass the flute, and her citrine beads glowed, catching the sun. ‘You might think about that, Alice.’
A natural cycle. No medications. Patel had never discussed that option. A burst of hope coursed through her. She’d ask him tomorrow, when she had another appointment. The sun had shifted, and she scraped her chair back, into the sunlight. With a tinkle of his bell, Marcel the cat leapt into her lap, the cone banging her chest. He pawed her jeans, settling. In spite of herself, she stroked the tufts of fur along his backbone.
Charmaine said, ‘Alice, it’s grief. What you’re dealing with. Daniel. That miscarriage. Babies. My coping strategy – as suggested by the grief counsellor – is to look for joy. You do find it, when you’re on the lookout. Those dahlias …’ She nodded towards a terracotta pot bursting with fiery red pom-poms. ‘When they appeared through the weeds, such joy I felt! I have no recollection of planting dahlia bulbs.’
‘Perhaps he planted them.’
‘Before he died? You think?’ She sipped her champagne, eyes on the bright spots of red. ‘I like that.’
This afternoon, Alice thought, when Daniel had kissed the air at her, that feeling was close to joy.
Charmaine was saying, ‘I need an extra income stream. I was thinking of moving the girls into my room with me, so I could rent out their bedroom. Would I need to declare that on my tax?’
Alice shrugged, no idea.
‘Or I could host an international student. You have to cook them dinner, but they pay more.’
She’d had the same plans, before T crawled onto her doorstep. ‘I’d hate to lose this house.’ Charmaine’s voice had a catch in it. Through the sliding glass doors, Alice could see beyond the kitchen into the living area, the display of trophies there, and through to the yellow front door. A cosy house, perfect for Charmaine and the twins. Her own house was too big without Daniel. She’d be sorry to let it go – she felt sad now, thinking about it – but if it meant getting Daniel out … She petted the cat, which was purring, balled in her lap. Maybe she would copy the Irishman, find her own Sofala. She and Daniel could start again, a different life.
Later, the sun dropped behind the roof, leaving them in shadow, and Charmaine tossed Marcel inside the kitchen and fetched a rug, and they went out through the low back gate to the grassy mound, where the sun still glinted on the grass and flared in the solitary flame tree. The rear of all the townhouses in the Wright block converged on this space, which meant they could see into every kitchen from where they sat – and could be seen by any neighbour who happened to look out.
Alice pulled some bread rolls from her tote, and Comté cheese, cherry tomatoes and olives, and they snacked on these things, breaking the cheese off in chunks. She ventured, ‘I know you run programs in various prisons —’
‘Not in the Maxi. Prisoners there don’t get vocational training.’
‘Yes, I know, but have you heard of anything untoward, on the prison grapevine?’
‘Mistreatment, you mean?’
‘No, well, yes … anything.’
Charmaine chewed on an olive. ‘It’s a secretive place. There’s not much government oversight, same as with the other privately run prisons.’ She removed the olive pit from her tongue and flicked it into the grass. ‘I have heard stories …’
Alice plucked at a blade of grass under her hand. ‘Like what?’
‘Like … inmates leaving the prison without their sentence being commuted.’
‘How can they do that?’
‘You tell me. They have life sentences and then suddenly they’re not in the system anymore.’
‘Do they leave the country?’
‘Don’t see how.’
Are they dead? was her next thought, but she wouldn’t give voice to that possibility. Daniel had said disappearing. Could it be that those prisoners were offered new identities? In exchange for what …? Her gaze was drawn to the flame tree, whose uppermost flowers blazed scarlet in the final rays of sun. ‘Do you know anyone who works at the Maxi?’ she said.
‘No, sorry.’
Alice buttoned her jacket. The sun had dropped below the horizon, and the chill was setting in, and around the square, lights were coming on in the kitchens, figures moving about inside. The two of them fell silent as they watched, each in her thoughts.
Soon the cold forced them to their feet, and Alice gathered up the remains of the picnic. Charmaine, standing motionless, said, ‘During those last months, we became so close. We talked and talked. I wish …’ She broke off and looked up at the darkening sky.
Alice hugged her. Their heads leaned together, touching. At least you have your daughters, she thought.

Her appointment at the Republic Centre for Reproductive Medicine was late the next day. She arrived wet from an unexpected downpour. Dr Patel ushered her into his rooms, passed her a cotton hand towel – ‘for your hair’ – and, before she could utter a word, declared, ‘As your doctor, I need to say that I stand by my original suggestion. Find a man who’s not a CF carrier, have sex, bingo. No IVF, no tests and no legal complications.’
Alice stared at him, towel in hand. Was he reneging on their arrangement?
‘But, that said, if you are determined to proceed …’
‘I am.’ She rubbed her dripping hair vigorously with the towel.
‘And I have another idea.’
Patel sighed through his nose.
‘I want to try a natural cycle for the next embryo transfer.’
He raised his eyebrows at her. ‘Where did this idea spring from? A friend …? Just because it worked for her, doesn’t mean it’d work for you.’
Alice shrugged. Of course.
Then he said, ‘You still work closely with Dr Xu?’
She stopped rubbing at her hair.
‘Are the rumours true?’ he said.
‘Rumours about …?’
‘His modus operandi.’
‘Oh. Not sure what you mean.’ Another reason to refuse the money from Xu. They were piling up. But Xu – should she warn him, that people were talking? Stick to the matter at hand. ‘That’s a yes, then, to the natural cycle?’
Dr Patel clucked his tongue while he considered it further. ‘Worth a try,’ he said finally. ‘Given your lack of success to date. Three transfers and zero pregnancy. Sorry, but let’s be honest here.’
‘Honesty’s good.’ Hurtful, but good.
She held out the damp hand towel, but he put up both palms and said, ‘Keep it.’ He went on, ‘Now, about the house, let me clarify. This is to be an exclusive deal, with no agent.’
‘Agreed. No tender, no auction, no fees.’ They were talking coldly here about her home, in which she and Daniel had lived for eleven years. Matter-of-factness was the only way to get through this.
Patel cocked his head. ‘Incidentally, how did you come by the house?’
‘I inherited it from my parents – along with their whopping mortgage,’ she said. ‘They only got to live in it for a year. Half the house was still a shambles.’ She stopped herself. ‘Of course, it’s totally fixed up now.’
‘Sounds like you might have a lot invested in the place.
Emotionally.’
She thought about it then shook her head. She was ready. The next home she and Daniel would choose together.
‘How did they swing it?’ Patel asked.
‘What do you mean?’
‘A heritage house.’
Swing it? His question set her puzzling. How had her parents got Candy Dabro on side? She shook her head again.
‘All right then.’ Patel planted himself on the corner of his desk, one leg dangling. ‘A frozen embryo transfer on a natural cycle. We’ll need to track your cycle with blood tests, and there’ll be an ultrasound near to ovulation. Transfer will occur two days after you ovulate.’ He shrugged, hands in pockets. ‘Never know. Might work.’
Today they parted on good terms. When Patel opened his door for her, he made a gesture at the receptionist – no bill. Alice strolled into the lift, new hope in her heart.

Three times that evening an unknown caller rang. The third time, Alice answered. She heard heavy breathing.
A female voice, not young, said, ‘Are you Alice?’
‘Who is this?’
‘No name, please. Your friend Charmaine asked me to ring you. She said you worry about your relative at the Maximum Security Vertical Farm.’ The woman wheezed as she talked. ‘Which prisoner number?’
Cautious now, Alice said, ‘You work at the Maxi?’
‘Yes, there, and another prison.’
Her heart gave a single hard beat. ‘Are you in charge?’
‘Me? Ha! I’m a maintenance person.’
‘Oh.’ No point bribing her then. Or was there?
In the ensuing silence, Alice could hear the woman’s asthmatic breathing.
‘Well? Tell me. What you worry about?’
‘The prisoners …’ Alice was tentative. Are some … disappearing?’
‘Disappearing? Ah, you mean when they go to the country. That’s what they say to me – go paint his room, he’s gone to the country – go clean her room, she’s gone to the country. They always say that.’
Alice was stunned into momentary silence. ‘Do you see them leave?’
‘A van comes.’
‘What do the prisoners do in the country?’
‘Farm work.’
‘You sure?’
‘How do I know? I never been there.’ The woman sounded cross now.
Alice persisted. ‘What about their families? Can they have visitors in the country?’
‘I don’t know this stuff. I gotta go. Four Sliders I gotta catch to my house, and it’s raining and —’
‘Sorry, just tell me,’ she interrupted in a rush. ‘Is the Maxi a safe place?’
‘Very safe. Very clean.’ The woman gave a wheezy cough. ‘What’s the prisoner number you said?’
Alice closed the call.

That evening T refused dinner. All she had was a little water through the straw that Alice pressed to her lips. Her face was hot. Alice worried that T had not long to live, when still she had no plan to deal with her corpse.
In bed that night, Alice’s legs were twitchy, restless between the sheets. Outside, the rain came down hard. She turned, and turned again, disturbed by the new information from an unknown caller. Prisoners going to the country. To do farm work, seriously? She should’ve asked – Do they ever return? She pulled Daniel’s pillow under the bedclothes and pressed her back against its length. It offered meagre comfort.
When she did fall asleep, Zareb haunted her dreams.
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IT WAS WEDNESDAY, the day of Dr Xu’s return, which she’d forgotten until he appeared at her elbow, catching her off guard. ‘How was Guangzhou?’ she managed to get out.
‘Fruitful.’ The skin on the surgeon’s face looked fresh and smooth and rested, as if he’d been on holiday. Today he wore his physician’s coat, dazzling white, spotted with rain. He studied her in silence. ‘I assume you reconsidered.’ There was a trace of a smirk about his lips.
She had rehearsed this scene, but now the words in her head sounded wrong, and after a poor sleep, her thoughts proved sluggish. ‘I appreciate your generosity in offering me …’ She paused – a measly portion of the bribe.
‘A bonus,’ he prompted.
‘Don’t think I’m not grateful.’ She saw him stiffen. ‘But I just can’t …’ She took the yellow packet from her drawer and held it out with both hands.
Xu drew himself taller and glared at the packet, as if about to deny it had anything to do with him, before he snatched it from her hands and thrust it into the pocket of his white coat. He sniffed.
‘We work well together,’ Alice said, in a quiet voice, the words flowing now. ‘I have great respect for your skills as a surgeon.’ Flattery, flattery. ‘You have excellent outcomes, low infection rates …’
He looked back at her, stony-faced.
She pressed on, ‘But if you want to show that you value my work, rather than a … a bonus, I’d prefer you to find out something for me. Something important.’ She heard Citra’s voice nearby and lowered her own. ‘The location of a laboratory that is experimenting on human subjects. Xenograft research, perhaps.’
His eyelids flickered.
‘Or if not the location, a phone number, or a scientist’s name.
Anything.’
‘Why?’ he said. ‘What business is it of yours? This laboratory. If it exists.’
He guesses, he guesses about T. ‘Because, Dr Xu, people are being hurt. That’s why. This research is unethical. It should be exposed.’
There was a twitch in his cheek. He didn’t like to be reminded of ethics. He left, without agreeing to her request. But then again, she thought afterwards, he hadn’t said no.

Desi rang her at work that afternoon. ‘I have some news on the Eterne trial. Thought you might be interested.’
Alice stood up, glanced around the office. Two colleagues were within earshot. The balcony was rain-swept, unusable. She went instead into the storeroom and closed the door, snapping off the bright sensor light.
‘The long-term results are in, for the Phase 1 group,’ Desi was saying. In the dark, Alice listened to the clink of ice in a glass, and then a sip and swallow. ‘It seems that once you stop taking the serum, the “youth-ing process” – as Utopia cutely terms it – also stops.’ She paused. ‘You there?’
‘I’m listening.’
‘After twelve months, you start ageing, until you pretty much revert to your true biological age. And libido flattens. In other words, the effect is transient.’
Her head drooped, chin to chest. All those lunch-hour visits to Utopia, all the tests – for nothing. In the darkness, fumbling, she pushed back the paper rolls on a shelf and sat on the edge. It served her right, for trying to defy nature. Still – she raised her head – if it lasted twelve months, that meant she had twelve months’ grace.
‘I saw you in the foyer of their clinic,’ Dee’s voice continued in her ear. ‘You were talking on the phone.’
That would be the awkward call with Daniel’s father, each of them hoping to extract money from the other.
Desi said, ‘You’re in the Phase 2 trial. Am I right?’
Alice was quiet for a moment. Desi wouldn’t know what it meant to her, to buy time. Desi never wanted children. I was adopted too late, she always said, I don’t know how to bond.
‘What about you?’ said Alice. ‘Why were you there?’
‘I had a meeting, with the directors.’
‘The directors? Ah, I get it. They wanted a favourable write-up.
How much are they offering?’
Silence the other end.
‘A lot, huh? And you with a large mortgage and a kitchen in need of renovation.’
‘Says you with your big house.’
Which soon will be Patel’s big house. She suddenly felt depleted. ‘Just stating your financial situation.’
‘Freelancing is tough, you know. Especially in science journalism. I had hoped with my PhD, I’d get some work at a uni, but … dime a dozen.’ Another clink of ice, another sip. ‘Anyway, I didn’t agree to do it.’
‘Good. Don’t. Your integrity would be hosed.’
‘Meanwhile I live on cans of beans, from my broken kitchen cupboard.’
‘And pink ladies?’
A cheap shot, and straight away she regretted it. To cover, in a show of solidarity, she began to explain her own situation with ‘a certain orthopaedic surgeon’ and the thick packet of money he’d put in her drawer. Here, she stopped and stuck her head outside the storeroom. Citra looked up from her computer, surprised. Figuring the woman was too far away to hear, Alice smiled at her and closed the door.
‘It was hard to decline,’ she continued.
‘I’ll bet. Don’t you hate moral dilemmas? Hey, I could do an article on your surgeon. Corruption in the hospital system.’
‘No.’ Xu had stuck his neck out; she wasn’t going to chop it off. Besides, he was a good surgeon, and she liked working with him. She might yet warn him that stories were circulating. Dr Patel had said rumours, so presumably unsubstantiated – at this stage. ‘No, leave him alone,’ she said. Then she added, ‘But listen, I’ll get you a story that’ll make your name. Something big.’
‘Yeah?’
‘Yes. Soon.’
They both did some thinking, then Desi said, ‘Friends?’
‘Always.’

Back at her desk, an email had come through to her private folder:
Good afternoon, Alice
This is to remind you of an overdue payment for the Eterne serum. You would remember in the initial briefing that you were informed of a small cost to yourself. You will need to pay the sum owing (see attached) before your follow-up tests and consultations in six months’ time.
The trials of our promising serum are costly to conduct. Please note that as a volunteer participant in the Phase 2 trial, you are receiving a cut-rate on the serum and are not charged for testing or administration.
Regards
Janice Birch
Accounts, Utopia Pharmaceuticals
Ha. Just as well she hadn’t paid that one. Alice deleted the email and blocked the sender.

The phone call from the unknown woman the previous night had stayed at the back of her mind, needling her while she tried to work. Something was not right. She took her phone to the storeroom, but a man in overalls was restocking the shelves. She went out onto the fire stairs instead.
‘Charmaine, hi.’ Her voice echoed in the stairwell. ‘Wanted to thank you, for getting that maintenance woman from the Maxi to call me.’
There was a short silence. ‘Maintenance woman – did she tell you that? She’s a superintendent.’
Alice was stunned. ‘At the Maxi?’
‘According to her name tag. She attended our forum at the Juvenile Detention Centre, and I asked her to ring you. Remember you were saying if I knew anyone —’
‘Was she a heavy-set woman? That’s what I pictured. Older, maybe asthmatic?’
‘She was a bit wheezy. Heavy, yes.’
Alice thanked Charmaine and asked after the twins then promised to visit soon, to help replant her big pots. After the call, she sank down onto the cold concrete step. Why would a superintendent pretend she was a maintenance person? Was it to trick Alice into talking? She thought back over the conversation she’d had with the woman. She hadn’t divulged Daniel’s prisoner number, that was good …
From the stairs below came the echo of male voices, heavy shoes scraping the steps. She got to her feet, nodded as the men passed, one of whom looked at her quizzically …
But – but the woman knew that her first name was Alice, and from the visitors’ booking pad at the Maxi, it would be easy to connect her name with his number. She caught hold of the rail. Had she herself put Daniel at risk by asking about prisoners disappearing?

Early evening found her close to tears, unable to cope with the quantity of work pinging through. She couldn’t focus. Her questions to that woman may have endangered Daniel. She’d fallen out with Dr Xu, with who-knew-what consequences. She’d clashed with her oldest friend. Soon Citra would be breathing down her neck. It was all too much. Locking herself into a bathroom cubicle, she let herself cry, working herself up into gulping sobs.
Then something occurred to her, and she stopped. She unlocked the cubicle. At the basin, she washed and dried her blotchy face. Hurrying from the bathroom, she bumped into Citra, who, seeing her face, said, ‘Are you all right?’ She replied yes and thanked her with genuine warmth for her concern.
Back at her desk, Alice checked her bio-tracker app. She smiled. Tomorrow morning her menstrual cycle would start: Day 1, and the first blood test.
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THAT NIGHT SHE could not sleep. Prisoners disappearing. Those two words on Daniel’s palms. She saw them, in bright red, whenever she closed her eyes. But disappearing where? Surely not to the country for farm work, as that wheezy female caller had said. Sweating, Alice threw off the blankets, but soon her body chilled, and she drew the blankets back over.
Through the barely open window came the screech of flying foxes in the fig trees. She lay on her back, her hands warming her cramping abdomen. That woman who’d called, either she was pretending to be a superintendent so as to attend Charmaine’s forum – but why? – or she was in fact a superintendent but pretending to be a maintenance person, to trick Alice into revealing something. Either way, she couldn’t be trusted. But did trust matter? The issue was whether she could be bribed. After all, this woman was her only contact at the Maxi.
By 3 a.m., she was wide awake. She flipped her pillow to the cooler side and rolled over. In the dimness, the wardrobe was a dark hulking shape. Daniel’s door had remained closed since the day she went through all his pockets, when touching his garments had been like touching the man himself. Another spider had probably taken up residence. She pushed her pillow sideways and bunched it under her cheek. Was Daniel in danger of disappearing? He must’ve believed so, or he wouldn’t have risked letting her know in the way that he had, writing on his palms. But what did disappearing mean? Were prisoners being offered a way out, a chance to escape a life sentence?
A wind rose, knocking the blind against the window frame, and she got up to close the window. As she stood there on the cold floor, her thoughts crystallised, and she was seized by a single idea.
She padded in bare feet to the next room.
‘Hi,’ T said, her voice drowsy. She was lying with one wing folded against the wall and the other sprawling to the floor.
‘I need to ask you a serious question.’ Alice waited for a response, but none came. In the grey light, it was hard to tell if T had gone back to sleep. She sat on the end of the bed and tucked her cold feet up under the doona. She shook T’s foot through the sheet. ‘Were you a prisoner, T, in the Maxi?’
A long moment passed. Outside, the wind whistled in the enclosed side garden, rattled at the window. Alice knew the answer before it came.
T nodded and kept on nodding, as if to her memories.
‘With Daniel?’ Alice asked gently.
T lowered her chin to look at her. ‘He told me to come to you.
When I got out. You would know what to do.’
Alice frowned, confused by the chronology. ‘He told you this before the operation …?’
‘Yes. When they made the offer.’
‘By “they”, you mean the prison authorities?’
‘No. Scientists. Daniel warned me not to do it. But – wings, money, freedom. It sounded good.’
Alice bit at her lip. ‘So you and Daniel were close?’
A heavy silence. The wind rattled harder at the window. ‘He told me he loved only you.’
‘I see.’ And she did see. She removed her feet from under the doona and, after lifting the blind, flipped the window latch. The rattle stopped. She stood awhile, listening to the whine of the wind. ‘But why would scientists be allowed in the prison?’
‘It’s the same company. The Maxi owns the lab.’
She turned. ‘You serious?’
T opened her wing towards her. ‘Trade me, Alice. When I’m dead.’
Her skin prickled with goosebumps. ‘How do you mean – trade?’
‘They’ll want my body. They don’t want the public to know about the experiments.’
‘But what are you saying?’
‘Trade my body for Daniel.’
A sob quivered in Alice’s chest. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before, when you first came into my house?’
T’s eyes glistened in the semi-darkness. ‘You might’ve traded me alive. I couldn’t go back, not to the lab.’
Alice shook her head. As if she’d do that, trade T alive.
Although … to get Daniel out sooner … might she have?
‘There’s something else.’ T propped herself up on one elbow.
‘I want you to go see my parents.’
Alice listened again to the wind outside. Yes, she would do that.
She would go to SHEA.
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DAY 1 AND the first blood test. Alice rode the lift to the seventh floor, feeling optimistic. This cycle could be the one. As planned, she was first at the door, waiting for them to unlock it, bloods over in five minutes, at work by seven-thirty.
This morning she had woken with the thought that she’d borrowed that huge sum from Zareb, at compounding interest, needlessly. This thought was followed by a sense of relief that she didn’t have to scout for someone open to bribery, since that was no longer required. Or perhaps only a small bribe, she thought later, standing at her workstation, for those who would facilitate the gruesome trade of Daniel for T’s body.
But now she had the problem of how to go about such a trade. Who could arrange it? She messaged Charmaine: Can you find out the name and number of the superintendent-come-maintenance-person who rang me?
She felt grateful to T for this future exchange, and she knew how best to repay her.
At ten o’clock, Alice took a break and went to the nearest bank, to withdraw the money. T had told her the exact amount. But cash was no longer available, she was told. She darted from bank to bank in CBD1, and at each, the story was the same. Finally she headed for the financial headquarters in Darling Harbour.
Away from the cold, windy shadows of the city centre, the sun shone warmly, and she loosened her scarf. She stopped a moment at the wharf, drawn to the sloshing of the water against the sea wall, the sparkle of reflected light, and when she looked up, there was a lone man on the far side, in sunglasses and a bulky leather jacket, openly observing her. He turned and strode away, but in his powerful physique and movements, there was something she recognised.
At the bank headquarters, cash was readily available, even a large sum, but the teller and the security guard both watched as she tucked the three fat bundles into her satchel. She tightened the strap across her chest and left, feeling like a criminal.
It was midday when she returned to work, and Dr Quentin Xu was waiting. He tapped his surgeon’s fingers on her desk. She apologised for her lateness as she dropped the satchel into her bottom drawer and kicked it shut.
With his usual thoroughness, Xu went through his patient list for the next week. When he’d finished, he said, ‘You make a habit of going missing I’ve heard.’
She looked at him steadily. How would he know? Had he made the complaint to Citra? She said, ‘I make up for any lost time.’
‘I suppose your supervisor knows about these absences.’
Her supervisor had no idea: the woman worked remotely and didn’t micromanage, trusting Alice to complete everything. ‘I never miss a deadline,’ Alice said and smiled. She understood his implied threat. He was in payback mode.
Xu walked away with his brisk little steps. She watched his retreating back, the stiff fall of his lab coat. Now each of them had something over the other. The score was even.

Alice worked late into the night. She left close to midnight and was hurrying down the lit walkway through the hospital grounds when a van with muddied numberplates screeched past, heading towards the exit.
A nurse ran out of the Emergency entrance and watched the van career onto the main road. She took out her phone.
Alice stopped. ‘Has something happened?’
The nurse froze, her face lit by her screen. Alice glimpsed a blurred image: an amputation at the ankle. The nurse pocketed her phone and began to move away.
Alice caught up with her. ‘What went on in there?’ She glanced at her name tag.
The nurse wheeled round. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
Alice let her go. She had her name – Jean.
When the nurse hurried back through the Emergency doors, Alice saw Dr Xu alone inside the brightly lit waiting room, nodding while he listened. Listening to whom? He spoke a few words, then looked out and saw her. He held her stare before turning his back.
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SOCIAL HOUSING FOR the Elderly without Accommodation, known as SHEA, lay beyond the limits of the Slider system and was serviced by the ancient railway line. Alice waited fifty-five minutes on the cold platform.
The train, when it arrived, was a single carriage. An elderly man sidled into the seat beside her, tucking a hessian bag between his shoes. A meaty odour emanated from his body, and unable to bear the smell, she moved further down the carriage, taking the last vacant seat beside a white-haired woman, who promptly nestled her head into Alice’s shoulder.
The train jolted into life. As it pulled away, she saw a solitary man on the platform – the same man she’d seen at Darling Harbour the previous morning, only this time he was wearing a thin sweater that accentuated his muscular torso. He watched the train leave, through dark sunglasses. So, she was being followed, but in an overt fashion that would alert her to the fact.
For over an hour, the train trundled through the city, stopping only the once: at the Aerotropolis, a microcity of apartment towers that had grown up around the second international airport. Alice thought about the murky photo she’d glimpsed on the nurse’s phone. The ankle amputation, the wound inflamed. And what had been beside it? A hoof …? She pictured Dr Xu in his starched white coat, a lonely figure in the brightly lit Emergency foyer.
Then Alice’s thoughts turned to the trade of T’s body for Daniel’s release. An uncertain factor was how much longer T would survive. Four weeks she’d been with Alice. Already she’d outlived most victims of lyssavirus. That’s if she does have it.
The movement of the train lulled Alice into a doze, from which she woke with the words It’s in the drawer loud in her mind. Money, that meant, and she felt for her satchel. She sat up, dislodging the sleeping woman. The train was edging in alongside a platform with SHEA on a wooden railway sign.
Alice made for the old brick station building, where a paper map was pinned behind scratched and cloudy Perspex. T had given only vague directions, not having visited in years, and warned her there’d be little signage. On the map, street names were largely absent, but she got a sense of the town layout, a kind of flower shape of five discrete circles with the train station at its centre, each circle comprising one long, circular street that enclosed a warren of lanes and pocket parks.
By now the platform was empty except for the smelly old fellow, who stood watching. There was nothing else for it but to ask him. The man squinted at the address on her wrist-phone and then at the wall map. He bent sideways, tilting his head as far as it would go. ‘I think this map is back to front,’ he concluded.
Alice looked at the train, thinking to jump back on, but remembered the trouble she’d gone to, getting hold of the cash. With a shrill whistle, the train chugged off down the track. There goes that option.
‘I have a feeling,’ the old man said, ‘that the house you’re after is inside the Thai village. Would that be right?’
She said yes, that was likely.
‘It’s hard to explain where that is, but I can take you there. If you’ll carry my sack. It’s awful heavy.’
She lifted the sack by the neck, which was tied with rope, and immediately thrust it away from her because the smell, she realised, came not from the man’s body but from this sack. ‘What’s in it?’
He untied the rope. Inside the sack was a solid, glistening mass of something bloody.
He grinned at her expression. ‘Camel,’ he said.
‘Where did you get that?’
‘Wouldn’t you like to know.’ He retied the rope and hobbled off with such purpose that she felt confident he knew the way, but soon he began to stop and look around him. When she queried that, he said breezily, ‘Just getting my bearings.’
Single-storey row houses lined the curving street, each facade painted a different bright colour, now peeling, and every roof laden with old-fashioned solar panels. Occasionally a face looked out from between the slats of a blind, but nobody walked the street.
Carrying the stinking sack at arm’s length was tiring, and Alice stopped and dropped it, letting the old fellow go on ahead. A limegreen front door opened, and an elderly couple stared out at her with interest. She gave them a friendly nod. She was considering whether to ditch the sack and return to the station when the old man hobbled back in a panic. ‘You’re not planning to run off with my sack, are you?’
‘I assure you I’m not.’
All the same he grabbed hold of the sack and dragged it behind him, leaving a bloody smudge along the pavement. He said over his shoulder, ‘Can’t be far now,’ but soon they had gone full circle, arriving back at the station. He scratched his head. ‘It must be on the other side.’ Alice looked down the railway line, desperate to see a train, but the old man said, ‘Won’t be another for three hours.’
So she was stuck – with a guide who was lost and a sack of bloody meat. ‘OK,’ she said. ‘Hand it over.’
They crossed the railway track, and the old man steamed ahead. A temple symbol was stamped at intervals along this footpath, an encouraging sight, for T had mentioned a Temple Street. Alice looked about her with curiosity and felt a brief joy, in forgetting herself. They passed a clinic whose creaking signs advertised a dentist and a physiotherapist but whose windows were boarded up. On the steps of the clinic, some elderly folks were bartering vegetables displayed in boxes. Alice caught snatches of Thai and Vietnamese.
She and her guide turned a corner, and he stopped. ‘This is it,’ he said, relieving her of the sack. They were standing outside a narrow row house with three varieties of chilli growing inside its fence. Through the open window wafted the scent of Thai curry.

The low gate scraped the uneven brick path as she pushed through. The path was short to the front door. Lemongrass and coriander grew in a pot by the doorstep, and she brushed her hand across the coriander, releasing its scent, before she knocked.
The door slowly opened. The woman who opened it was tiny. Her back was bent into a curve, but when she raised her head with both hands to look at Alice, her face was young.
‘I’ve come about Phon,’ Alice said.
The woman reared back as if to avoid a blow.
‘May I come in?’
The woman let her inside, casting an anxious glance towards the panel of rear windows, beyond which a white-haired man stood in a small vegetable garden, smoking a cigarette held low in the V of two fingers. The woman rapped on the glass, and the man met Alice’s gaze through the window. He took one last drag of his cigarette before crushing it under his shoe.
It was rare to meet a smoker, and when he came inside, the smell of smoke around his person caught in Alice’s throat, causing her to cough.
‘Phon,’ the woman said, angling her bent head towards him.
The man’s face, which was bright pink, took on a stern look. ‘You know our Phon, do you?’ His bushy white eyebrows shot up.
Alice nodded.
‘She owes you money, does she?’ He spoke with distinct enunciation.
‘No, no.’
‘Well, she owes us. She borrowed the money for her transition, said she would pay us back but never did. Fair enough, we accept that.’ His face turned a deeper pink. ‘But then, before she flew to Thailand, she came to visit. Next day, we discovered our gold was gone.’
Alice gave a start. Gold – this was news.
‘That gold was for our retirement.’ He narrowed his eyes at Alice as if she were the thief. ‘We haven’t seen Phon since.’
T would have been in the Maxi, but it wasn’t Alice’s place to tell them that. She said, ‘I’m sure Phon would’ve visited, if she were able to.’
‘Oh yes, you think?’ He drew himself up. ‘Well, here we are.’ He waved his hands around, the fingers swollen and crooked. ‘With no money for our old age, or for medical treatments. And not one visit.’
His wife reached out and stroked his sleeve. He fell into a brooding silence.
Money first then. Alice pulled the three fat bundles of notes from her satchel and set them on the kitchen table. ‘The amount she borrowed for her transition.’
The father looked at the money and then looked at her. He picked up a bundle and turned it over. ‘Why didn’t she bring it herself?’
‘She can’t. She’s dying.’
The woman made a little noise.
Alice fingered the thumbdot in her pocket and glanced around the room, but there was only an old-fashioned LED TV and an ancient desktop. She put the thumbdot on the table, next to the money. Perhaps some time the couple could find a device that would open it. Indicating the thumbdot, she said, ‘T’s songs.’
The mother and father stared at it.
From her satchel, Alice took a cardboard envelope and held it out. The father slowly drew the envelope to him, opened the flap and pulled out the photo. Phon’s mother edged in closer.
The old man closed his eyes and passed the photo to his wife. She took it in both hands. ‘Beautiful,’ she said and pressed the photo to her lips.
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THE NEXT MORNING Alice was sitting cross-legged on the woollen rug in her bedroom, deep in meditation, when her phone vibrated on the blanket box. She hugged her cushioned mother goodbye – hugging air – and then her bony father – hugging air – and expressed her gratitude for their love, before she reached for the phone.
Number for lab as requested: 0432 8901 115. You didn’t get it from me. Message expires in 35 sec. QX
In a panic, she scrambled to store the number before the message self-deleted. She raised her fists in the air. Thank you, Dr Quentin Xu.
Immediately she called Associate Professor Seon-u at his university office.
‘This is Alice Kaczmarek,’ she began. ‘Vinnie’s advocate.’ There was no response.
‘Last time we spoke I was angry – about Vinnie’s robot being taken away when your research finished. I apologise for that anger. Sincerely.’ Despite his silence, she pressed on. ‘I need a favour.’
She heard an exhalation of breath, impatient. At least he hadn’t hung up.
‘You owe me, don’t you think?’ Then she softened her voice. ‘I’d like you to arrange a trade. For my partner, Daniel. It’s complicated. I have at my house a young woman who … who’s had wings grafted to her body —’
‘A xenotransplant?’ There was an eagerness to his tone.
‘Can I stop by today?’ she said. ‘To explain.’
‘Three p.m.,’ came the answer.

Seon-u’s left shoe squeaked as they set out across the flagstones. He had a long stride that required Alice to take two steps for each of his. She understood that he’d suggested a ‘walk and talk’ because it was an efficient use of his time to include her in his daily exercise. Walking side by side also reduced the possibility of eye contact.
For the first lap of the quadrangle, she said nothing, thinking through her strategy. Their two distinct footsteps echoed around the empty Quad.
Seon-u was the one to break the silence. ‘A young woman with wings, you said.’
‘Yes.’ She began to explain T’s condition and the probability of her imminent death.
‘Was the transplant successful?’ he interrupted.
She continued in a calm voice. ‘These scientists would respect you as an academic. And they would agree to an exchange. They want her back, dead or alive.’
‘Who is the exchange for? Your partner, you said.’
‘Yes. He’s in prison.’
‘I will not help a criminal.’
The word criminal irked her, but she forced herself to stay silent until after they’d completed another lap of the Quad, at which point she said, ‘You’ll be pleased to know I’m going to buy the social robot for Vinnie. You should get a tidy commission out of that.’
Seon-u faltered in his step. So she was right.
‘I’m not sure how ethical that is. Taking research money from a robotics company writing a favourable report on their product, and then accepting a commission on subsequent sales to participants. What do you think, Associate Professor?’
Seon-u responded by increasing his stride.
Alice ran to keep up. ‘A conflict of interest, wouldn’t you say?’
He stopped and put his fingertips to his forehead. ‘Yes. Of course it is not strictly ethical. But unless we make these connections with industry, research cannot go ahead.’ He held his arms out from his sides. ‘I could lose my position at the university.’
‘No, you won’t. I’m not going to tell anyone about the commission.’ She touched the sleeve of his suit. ‘Because you’re a good man who wants to do good.’
He threw her a wary glance.
‘And because you’re going to arrange this trade. My husband for the body of this woman.’
She slipped into his silk-lined pocket the number of the lab that Dr Xu had sent her, along with the number Charmaine had given her for the Maxi superintendent-come-maintenance-person, and patted the pocket.
He didn’t protest.
‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you know when.’
Later that day, she received a message:
What kind of wings?
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON, AND Alice walked the full length of the corridor without her grandmother calling out her name.
When she entered the unit, unwinding her scarf, she found Gran in bed, staring at the visitor’s chair. ‘Alice,’ she said, her eyes fixed on the chair. ‘I woke in the dark, and I heard whispering in the corridor. A man’s voice. And Fiza. She was saying, “No, I can’t.”’
‘Was it a dream, you think?’
‘No. Next time I woke it was daylight, and a man was sitting in that chair. An African man.’
Alice caught her breath.
‘I got a fright. He was sitting as still as a rock, watching me, and I thought – Death has come.’
Alice pulled the chair closer to the bed, sat down and squeezed her grandmother’s hand. It was one week to the day that she’d borrowed the money from Zareb. What had she got herself into?
‘He said he knew you. Is that true?’ Gran lifted her head to give Alice a penetrating look.
‘He’s Fiza’s cousin.’
‘Oh. Well. If that’s the case.’ Her head flopped back on the pillow. ‘He brought me flowers. They’re dying already. See?’
Alice glanced over her shoulder. Red zinnias collapsing in a vase, their stems bent at angles. ‘Did he say anything? Why he was here?’
‘He said you’ d know.’

After her grandmother fell asleep, Alice stood by the window in the dying light and called Zareb. Outside, the sky was grey and swollen above the roof of the pensioner wing. Her call was declined. She looked back at the zinnias on the bedside table and felt a sense of dread.
Why wasn’t he answering? Perhaps, like Dr Xu, he preferred to keep everything in person. But how could she contact him otherwise? There was no use going back to the place where she’d met him, for it was no doubt a ‘showroom’ hired for the occasion of her visit. She sent a message with a small bank transfer then waited, staring out at the pensioner wing, but no reply came.
Fiza was her only hope.
Alice wandered the small spaces, bumping into furniture, shocked that Zareb would have taken the step of coming here, into her grandmother’s private unit. Risky for him, too, with all the security surveillance. Then again, he could simply say he was looking for cousin Fiza.
At the shelf Alice came to a halt. Her hand went to her mouth. The photo of her parents had been turned to face the wall. Why had he done that? Through the open door drifted the voices of the care workers gathering at the central desk for the change of shift. She turned the photo round the right way and went out to see who was coming on. Fiza wasn’t one of them.
Her phone buzzed as she returned to the room. Zareb. When he spoke, she recognised the echoey sound of an encoder.
She said, ‘Why did you visit my grandmother?’ Though she knew why: it was a silent threat.
Zareb did not respond.
‘You frightened her.’ Her voice more teary than firm.
‘She has a kind face,’ he said softly.
Did she? Why was he saying that? Alice looked across at her grandmother’s face, the halo of straggly hair splayed on the pillow. Gran wasn’t particularly kind. In fact, Alice’s mother once said Gran was selfish and that’s why her partner had left. Though in Alice’s mind, Gran had become that way because she’d felt abandoned.
Zareb said, his voice quietly menacing, ‘Some people, they think they can change job, change city, and not pay my money back.’
‘I’ve no intention of doing that.’ Her voice rose in panic. She stared at her laughing parents in the photo.
‘Just checking. Remember, at one month – double interest.
Have a nice evening, Alice.’
After the call, she threw the zinnias into the bin and rinsed out the vase, upending it on the draining board. She paced the narrow strip between the sink and the window. When her grandmother still hadn’t woken, Alice bent over the bed and anxiously stroked her thin hair, whispering, ‘Love you, love you.’
She started to walk out the door but then stopped. Returning to the shelf, she grabbed the photo and opened up the back. A slip of paper slid out. On the paper were three dates:
Her date of birth.
The date she borrowed the money.
The date her parents died.
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ON THE SLIDER home, Alice pressed her fingers into her thighs, barely able to contain herself. Zareb had been researching her life, and he knew too much.
She walked briskly down the diagonal path through the park. The sky was heavy with raincloud. Up ahead, the Yang grandmother was walking backwards, clapping her hands, but when she saw Alice, she came towards her in a bow-legged jog. ‘Men, men.’ The old woman flapped her arm towards the terraces. ‘Into.’
Alice pointed at her own chest. ‘My place …?’
The old woman nodded, her eyes excited.
Alice began moving towards her home. ‘How many?’
The old woman held up her three middle fingers.
Alice ran. The gate stood wide open, and she leapt up the steps. But there she stopped. The front door was not quite shut. She nudged the door open and checked the lock. It was intact.
‘T,’ she called. The house sounded hollow. ‘T,’ she called again as she crept into the hallway. She listened, then went through the downstairs rooms, noting a desk drawer not quite pushed in, an armchair turned, a cupboard door ajar. It was not a ransacking but a discreet search.
Was it the thumbdot they were after?
Upstairs T’s bed was empty. The wardrobe door was open a fraction. In her own bedroom, again there was no obvious disarray, although the blanket box had been moved out from the wall. The vanity in the bathroom was open. The third bedroom looked untouched, the linen on the shelves still neatly positioned.
She ran back down to the carport. The glide-a-door was up a little. Could T have squeezed out under that? Opening it further, Alice bent under and looked both ways. She ran to one end of the lane and looked up and down and then ran back to the other cross street. She leaned a hand against a brick wall, breathless with panic. If T had managed to escape, where would she go? She was frail, she couldn’t get far.

A fine rain began to fall as Alice jogged through the neighbouring streets, dodging home-bound pedestrians, all the while keeping an eye out for movement in the shrubbery around the towers. If it was T the men had come for, why had they searched the house? Possibly the TA had leaned on Ngoc, found out about the little metal ring box. It was lucky the thumbdot was safe with the lawyers.
But if they had come for T, it meant someone who knew about her had talked. Ozzie, the aerogel guy? She thought not. He was too enamoured with his angel. Betty Quick, with her dubious promise? Or Dr Xu, who would’ve suspected Alice was harbouring an escapee – but then why would he send her the number of the lab? And of course, there was Associate Professor Seon-u. She’d enlisted him to do the trade; he had the contact numbers in his pocket.
Then a thought stopped her so hard in her tracks that a woman behind, under an umbrella, bumped into her and cursed. Lowell. He was the only one who knew about both T and the thumbdot. She stood motionless, staring at raindrops striking a puddle, before she spun around and ran in a different direction.

She didn’t get far. The rain came down heavily, and she took shelter under the awning of the Macedonian Larder. The shop was closed, dark, save for a light in the kitchen. She stared out through the rain, past pedestrians under umbrellas, watching for unusual movement in the shadows, while she tried Lowell’s number. There was no answer. She gave up on the idea of going to him – he could be at work, he could be anywhere – needing first to locate T. But there was no use scouring the streets: T would be holed up close to home.
Alice turned at a sound. Her friend Lidija was coming out of the shop, locking the door after her. ‘Alice.’
‘I got caught in the rain.’
‘Do you want to come up?’ Lidija had pulled off her headphones, but she rocked on her shoes regardless, in time with some inner beat.
‘Thank you, no. I’m meeting someone.’
‘Here.’ Lidija took a paper bag from her backpack. ‘Leftover zelnik.’ She pressed the bag into Alice’s hands. ‘Your face looked worried.’
She almost told her. Blurted it out. She was so sick of the whole thing, the secrecy, hiding T’s existence. And Lidija was someone you could trust with a secret.
But the rain had eased, and thanking her, Alice headed home. If T was hiding, she’d sneak back late at night.

In the laundry she threw off her wet jacket and grabbed a towel, rubbing at her hair while she rechecked every room. Shadowy corners took on a sinister feel. She looked at T’s empty rumpled bed, then went to the open window and stared down into the narrow side garden, thick with elephant ears. Nothing moved there.
Closing the window, Alice went into her own bedroom and pushed the blanket box back into place against the wall.
The rooms darkened, but she deactivated the lights. She left the front door ajar, so that T had access. She stopped roaming the house and sat at the kitchen table in the darkness, eating the lukewarm zelnik. Feet and legs, visible beneath the half-open glide-a-door, hurried by in the laneway: workers heading home.
Alice couldn’t sit any longer. She put the pastry down and dragged on her damp jacket.

She knocked at the Quicks’ front door. A sensor light came on, and the security camera whirred, then the hall light shone through the transom window.
‘T’s gone,’ she said, when Betty Quick opened the door.
Betty gave a little gasp and put both hands flat to her chest.
She was wearing orange-and-white striped pyjamas.
Alice said, ‘Did you tell Bill? About T?’
Betty’s face reddened. ‘I might of. He worries so much. We need to keep our houses off Candy Dabro’s radar. That’s what he says.’
Alice sensed that Bill was in the front room, listening. She whispered, ‘So you did tell him.’
Betty gave a timid smile. ‘You don’t hate me?’
‘Of course not,’ she said, and thought – better Bill than Lowell.

She shut the Quicks’ gate and scanned the park. The lamps had come on, throwing dark pools of shadows, and her gaze settled on a double shadow extending from the ANZAC memorial. Was someone standing behind the statue? Alice ran through the light rain to the stone soldier and parted the rosemary bushes.
Then she saw, in the shadow of a brushbox, the gleam of something shiny. But when she reached the tree, there was no one.
She stood outside her house, peering through the rain, threads of silver against the lamplight. Droplets trickled down her neck and inside her shirt. She shuddered. Somewhere out there, T could be dying, cold and alone. Or already dead.
And then the selfish thought: If she didn’t find T, how could she trade her body for Daniel?
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THE DOOR OF no. 11 opened, and the Yang granddaughter, who wore her hair in classic style, long and straight, emerged in a fluffy pink coat. Princess Yang, Daniel used to call her. She opened a pink parasol as she came tapping down the front steps. Pink ballet shoes swung from one hand. She saw Alice standing in the rain and looked out uncertainly from under the umbrella before taking a few steps towards her.
Alice caught the floral scent of her perfume.
‘My grandmother wants you to have dinner with us one night,’ the girl said.
Surprised, Alice said that was very kind.
‘How is Daniel?’ the girl asked.
‘He’s coping. Thank you.’
The girl nodded. ‘I hope you find your friend,’ she said, and with a swish of her long hair, she ran off to join three girls waiting at the corner.
Alice stared after her. So all along the Yangs had known about T, and now they also knew she was missing.

Alice walked past the Quicks’ house, and past the hermit’s house, solidly dark, and knocked at the door of no. 1.
‘Oh, Alice.’ Emi pulled her inside. ‘You’re sopping.’
Her shoes squelched on the genkan. Emi’s terrace was the only one to have a genkan, for which she’d had to obtain special permission from the Heritage Council.
They both looked down at Alice’s sodden shoes and then at each other.
Today Emi’s eyes shone green. ‘I’ll get you a towel.’
Alice pushed back her dripping hair. ‘Please don’t bother.’ Through the doorway she glimpsed Emi’s immaculate recreation of a Victorian parlour, the clock ticking on the mantelpiece. ‘I came to ask …’ How to put this? ‘… if you saw anything unusual today. Around my house. Or anyone?’
‘Yeah, actually, Alice. A man was standing on the sidewalk. He stared at me, like kind of creepy. There was a delivery van outside your house. I was thinking you have a new appliance.’
‘Anything else?’
‘I heard a woman crying.’
‘Where?’
Emi made a face and pointed at the adjoining wall.
‘Inside his house?’
Emi’s green eyes widened. ‘You think that old man kidnapped someone?’
Alice turned, ran down the steps and pushed through the creaking gate of no. 3. No porch light came on, and no amount of knocking brought the hermit to the door. The house remained silent and closed.
She jogged around to the rear lane and stopped at the brick wall of no. 3. There was nothing to climb up on. Ducking under her glide-a-door, she lifted the heavy ladder off the wall hooks – but then she froze.
Her back door was ajar, as she had left it, and a shadowy figure was moving about the kitchen. Quietly she leaned the ladder against the wall.
Then she heard the squeak.

She stared into the dark kitchen. ‘What are you doing here?’
The associate professor swung around in a lurching motion. ‘Oh. There you are.’ He was wearing his suit, the tie dangling from one pocket. His white shirtfront appeared stained. ‘Your lights are not working, so I was trying to —’
‘They’re deactivated,’ she said, from the doorway. ‘Why are you here?’
‘I knocked. The front door opened.’ His foot caught on a table leg, and he fell heavily into a chair. There was a smell of alcohol in the room, strong alcohol.
Wary, she stayed outside the back door.
‘I was thinking about the wings,’ he said, his words slurred but emphatic. ‘And I needed to see for myself how they functioned. Before the person in question died.’ His phone vibrated audibly in his pocket. He fumbled it out, squinted at the screen and repocketed it.
Alice said, ‘Well, she’s not here.’ The rain bucketed down then, drenching the back of her jacket, forcing her inside. She plucked at her wet clothes, pulling them away from her skin. ‘It could be a long wait. So I suggest you go home to your wife.’
Seon-u began to stand, the chair scraping the tiled floor, then he collapsed again. ‘This is not something you have concocted, I hope. A winged woman? To persuade me to obtain your partner’s release.’
‘No, she’s real. Very real. I can take you next door, and my neighbour can verify it.’ Get Betty out of bed, in her orange-striped PJs. Betty Quick, meet Associate Professor Seon-u, robotics expert.
‘If this is a trick …’ he began and then burst out – ‘The wings!
I keep imagining them on a woman. A terrestrial angel.’
His fixation was creepy. ‘You have to leave. Right now.’ She rapped her knuckles on the table.
Seon-u, startled, gave a little burp. He stood up, wobbling on his feet. In the dim light, his black suit looked formless, empty.
She forced a smile. She had to prevent him unravelling and keep him onside, at least until the trade. As if to a toddler, she said, ‘You need dinner. And a good sleep.’
She escorted him through the dark rooms, the associate professor tripping over his own feet, the left shoe squeaking, but when she opened the front door, he stopped dead. He said, whisky breath in her face, ‘I have to see the angel.’
‘You will.’ She gave him a push, but he gripped the doorframe. Another harder shove didn’t budge him. She was thinking to close the door on his fingers, when his phone vibrated in his suit jacket again. Swiftly she pulled out the phone, swiped and said, ‘He’s on his way.’ Let him explain that to his wife.
Seon-u was so astonished that he released his grip on the doorframe, and she was able to manoeuvre him onto the porch, from where he descended the five steps, steadying himself with one hand against the boundary wall.
Alice peered through the drizzle at the park and then called, ‘Wait. Seon-u?’
He turned too fast and grabbed at the lemon tree to keep himself upright, showering his suit with raindrops. He swore, letting go of the thorny branch, and shook out his hand. She saw spots of blood.
‘Were you standing in the park earlier?’ She pointed. ‘Near that statue?’
Seon-u swayed on the spot. ‘Statue?’ He looked around in bewilderment and then, nursing his hand in the armpit of his suit, staggered off in the direction of the S-stop. She saw him stumble twice. So if it wasn’t Seon-u before, standing behind the statue, then whose shadow was it? She kept on watching, until he was out of sight.
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ALICE LOCKED THE front door, peeled off her sopping jacket and shirt in the laundry, and went back to the dark kitchen.
The smell of alcohol persisted. She opened the back door and stared at the carport, willing T to appear. Instead, a small dog scampered through, trailing its pulsing leash. A slight figure followed, ducking under the glide-a-door.
Alice pulled a dry cardigan from a chair and, buttoning it up, went out onto the patio. The sensor light came on. The dog had jumped into the border garden and begun a furious digging.
Emi stamped her foot on the leash and grabbed her Pomeranian by the collar. ‘Now you’re filthy,’ she scolded. The dog snarled and snapped. Emi looked at the clumps of dirt and lobelia on the patio tiles. ‘I’m sorry, Alice. He never digs at home.’
‘No harm done.’
But as the dirt washed away, clippings from T’s hair remained stuck to the tiles. Alice briskly scraped the hair back up into the garden with a trowel, replanted the lobelia seedlings and tamped down the dirt. ‘There.’
Emi bent to peer at something: a long straight lock of hair hanging over the garden border.
Alice said, ‘Would you help me with a ladder?’
Surprised, straightening, Emi said sure and tied up her Pomeranian.
Between them, they carried the ladder down the lane and leaned it against the brick wall at the rear of the hermit’s property. Emi held the ladder steady while Alice climbed up. Emi whispered, ‘Are you looking for the girl, the one that was crying?’
In the dark yard below were some broken chairs, and three kennels that belonged to long-dead dogs. The bare concrete space offered few places to hide. When a curtain twitched on a window, Alice climbed back down. To Emi’s questions, she shook her head.

After Emi had left, dragging her dog away, Alice went inside and put water to the boil. No more visitors, please. She rested her head in her hands, elbows on the benchtop, and gazed out at the patio, where a rectangle of streetlight illuminated a trail of muddy paw prints. She thought about when she’d cut T’s hair and buried it in the garden. That day T had told her a bunch of lies.
The kettle came to the boil. By the light from the lane, she scraped the last of the honey from the jar, stirring it into the rosehip tea, cut open a green lemon and squeezed out what juice it had. Tired, she drank too soon. The liquid scalded the roof of her mouth and burnt a path down her throat. Tears came to her eyes.
She sat at the table. The rain pattered on the tin roof. It grew colder, and the subfloor heater clicked on. She blew across her tea, then set the mug down without drinking. Her index finger idly traced the embroidery on the tablecloth.
She must have dozed, sitting there in the dark, for T appeared to her first as an apparition: backlit by the sensor light, hair plastered to her face, her black wings limp and dripping.
Alice jolted her head upright. ‘Where were you?’
‘Hiding.’ T was shivering, and Alice jumped up to close and lock the back door. ‘In his backyard.’ She gestured with her chin. ‘The guy with the white beard.’
‘How did you get over the wall?’
She held up her thumb hooks.
‘Did he see you?’
‘He saw me, and his eyes grew big like this. Then he went back inside and locked the door.’
Alice said, ‘He’s a frightened old man.’
T sank into a chair, her wings dripping onto the tiles. ‘I hid in two kennels. My legs bent up in one kennel, and my head in the other. It stank of dog fur.’
Alice remembered the German shepherds, Macho, Butch and the others, all timid creatures despite their names. She pressed the button for the glide-a-door then switched on the outside light to check that it had completely closed. She kept that light on.
She turned. ‘Did you hear my ladder?’
‘I only heard rain.’
Alice busied herself making another hot drink, this one of lemongrass and ginger. It felt good to have T back – and not just for the future trade, she told herself. She set a cup down in front of T. ‘Who were those men? That came in the house.’
T shrugged, then leaned over to suck on the straw. ‘I got such a fright. There was a scratching at the front door, so I sneaked downstairs to the front window, and I saw men on the porch, and they saw me. I ran back through the house and escaped under the glide-a-door.’ She gave a violent shudder. ‘I need a hot shower.’

Alice went into her bedroom, closed the blinds, and checked inside each drawer of her wardrobe. To think that strangers’ hands had touched her underwear, her private things, however carefully. In Daniel’s side of the wardrobe, though, they’d been rougher. Jackets and pants were half off their hangers, and the drawers had been rummaged through. So it was the thumbdot they were looking for.
She picked up Daniel’s hemp jacket and pressed her face into the softness of the fabric before she rehung it properly. With great care, she rehung and folded all his clothes, and when she’d finished, she closed the wardrobe firmly.
From the bathroom came the sounds of splashing and banging. She stood on the stairs and listened. From the start, ever since T had crawled to the doorstep, her story had never seemed straight. How had she found her way to Alice’s house in the first place? How was it even possible?
Alice went down to the bathroom landing and spoke through the door. ‘Lowell said you were a spy.’
There was no answer. T wouldn’t have heard over the noise of the shower.
She went on, half to herself, ‘I’m not sure why he thought that.’ Then she heard a sob and pressed her ear to the door. ‘T?’
The shower stopped.
‘But you’re not a spy,’ Alice said to the door. ‘Are you?’

Later, she went into T’s bedroom and briskly closed the blind. T’s eyes, glistening in the light that fell from the hall, were watchful. ‘I’m sorry,’ came the whisper.
Traitor, Alice thought, but at the door, she swung around.
‘You said you flew out of the lab compound – is that bit true?’
‘I … I glided, sort of.’
‘Then?’
‘I ran all night. I saw a barn and tried to crawl through the barbed-wire fence, but my left wing got caught. That’s when the flying fox attacked me, in a kind of frenzy.’
‘OK.’ Rabid flying foxes were known to do that. ‘Go on.’
‘The men found me.’
‘And took you back to the compound.’
Two slow nods. There was a long silence.
Alice waited, gripping the side of the door. ‘Then?’
‘And then …’ T’s voice quavered. ‘They showed me the needle. They were going to put me to sleep. That’s what they said. But they gave me this chance, to live a bit longer.’
‘If you spied on me.’ Alice moved to the bed and sat down heavily. ‘So, they brought you here, to the park.’
‘Yes, in a van.’
Alice stiffened, remembering. That van, parked opposite three days in a row. The man with a thick scar on the back of his head, limping towards it. And on the night of the great storm, a van in the cul-de-sac.
‘Before they dumped me,’ T went on, eager now, ‘they inserted a device in one wing. But you’ve been so kind, yesterday I tore it out with my hook.’ She unfolded her left wing, the one she’d always kept close, hidden, and Alice stretched the wing out, the membrane soft in her hands, like the softest skin, and when she held it up, the light from the hallway shone through the jagged rips from the barbed wire, and through a small round hole.
She let go of the wing. What kind of device was it? A listening bug – or a tracker to locate T?
‘They’d know I got rid of it. That’s why they came.’
‘So you did recognise them. When you saw them on the porch, you panicked.’
T, seemingly anxious to tell all, to make amends, leaned up on one elbow. ‘The lab tapped your phone too.’
Alice got to her feet. Her phone. So that’s why Ngoc had used the encoder; it wasn’t his phone he suspected was bugged. She thought back over her calls, on her new phone as well, and stopped at Seon-u. Yes, Associate Professor Seon-u, she’d asked him to help her trade T for Daniel. That’d be it. That was the catalyst.
At least no one had dobbed. There was cold comfort in that. She said to T, ‘You could’ve warned me earlier,’ and walked out.
Alone in her bed, she lay very still. The air felt oppressive. Outside, the rain had stopped. Water trickled through the downpipe. She listened to the flying foxes screeching in the fig trees. Lowell had been right – her phone was tapped, T was a plant. Her mind froze at the next thought. Was he also right about Daniel?
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THE FOLLOWING EVENING, after her colleagues had gone, Alice took a breather on the wide west-facing balcony that overlooked the main street, leaning her forearms on the railing, one foot hooked on the bottom rail, absorbing the meagre heat from the sinking sun. When she closed her eyes, the inside of her eyelids glowed orange.
The air was still, and she almost nodded off like that, tired from the drama of the past twenty-four hours, but she stretched herself awake and cast a lazy glance at the street far below. She started.
Standing across the road in a dark tracksuit, a heavy gold chain around his neck – it was him. Advertising his presence like the other times. He removed his sunglasses, and they stared at each other, then she swung back inside and rang Zareb. ‘Why is that man here?’ she said.
‘Ah, Alice. You had some problem at your house.’
Her heart gave a thud. The shadow yesterday in the park, behind the statue. She stepped out onto the balcony and again locked eyes with the man below. ‘He’s been stalking me …?’
‘No,’ said Zareb. ‘He is protecting you.’
Protecting the repayment, more like. ‘How did you know where I live, where I work?’
There was a silence at the other end. Cousin Fiza. It had to be. Fiza could get those addresses from the next-of-kin register at Harmony Aged Care.
‘Don’t worry, Alice. You are safe now.’

Last thing before bed, she darkened her room and raised the blind so that she could scan the park. It didn’t take her long to find the shadow stretching from behind a brushbox. He stepped out, to make himself visible to her, and then retreated. She ducked below the window and activated the storm shutters, which rolled down with a groan, leaving the room in solid darkness except for a beam of streetlight that squeezed through the buckled shutter.

They came for her that night. Men in balaclavas, silent as shadows on the stairs, knives glinting in their gloved hands. In the light from the broken shutter, she saw them creeping in, seven men surrounding her bed.
She tried to scream but woke with her mouth straining open. Sweat streamed from her body. She threw off the bedclothes and sat up. She went to the window and, raising the storm shutter halfway, peered over the sill, looking for a van, or a shadow in the shape of a person. She saw neither.
Then a black sedan glided into the cul-de-sac and began a U-turn. She lifted the window a little, to listen. A car door quietly closed. She waited, shivering. From this angle, she couldn’t see where the car was or if anyone had got out.
When a floorboard creaked behind her, she spun around.
T whispered from the doorway, ‘I heard something.’
Alice went towards her, saying, ‘It was me you heard,’ but stopped, feeling the draught of cold air. The front door was open.
A pencil light danced about the stairwell. A wider beam swept the ceiling above the stairs. And in the room under her feet, there was the scrape of her desk drawer. So there were three of them, at least.
Shoving T into the corner, Alice pushed the door right back to conceal her. The edge of one wing protruded from underneath, and she kicked at it frantically before she grabbed her robe and went out onto the landing. ‘What do you want?’ Her voice a mere croak.
The two intruders on the stairs halted, their masked faces angled towards her. Then the one with the wide-beam torch trained the light in her eyes while he soft-footed up to the landing. He swung the light through both doorways. Alice froze. The sound of her own breathing filled her ears. He went into T’s room, limping, and shone the light under the rumpled bed and inside the wardrobe – and then, pushing Alice aside, went into her bedroom, the light from the torch darting across her bed before settling on the blanket box. She glanced back at the other man on the lower landing, who was directing his pencil light into the third bedroom.
The blanket box banged shut, making her jump. The man limped towards her and put his face close to hers, so close she could feel the heat from his head. Inside the slot in his balaclava, his eyes were hard little stones. ‘T7,’ he said.
At a noise from behind the door, he swung his torch and T’s protruding wing was caught in the circle of light. Alice moved to block his path, but he shoved her aside. Her head hit the wall.
There was a thud below. The man stood still, one hand on the doorknob. He limped across the landing and shone his light into the stairwell. A cry now came from the third bedroom, and when he lifted his torch in that direction, Alice charged with all her strength. The man toppled down the stairs, scrabbling at the balusters. He was struggling to stand when a large figure grabbed him from behind and slammed his head into the wall. His legs folded beneath him.
In the light from the fallen torch, Alice saw the gleam of a gold chain. Zareb’s minder looked up at her, impassive, his dark face glistening with sweat, before he began dragging the intruder’s body backwards down the stairs, its feet thumping on every tread.
She followed warily. The second masked man lay sprawled on the bathroom landing, and a third was slumped in the hallway. Zareb’s minder panted in short hard bursts as he hauled the bodies, one by one, down the front steps, their legs and arms loosely jolting, and dumped them on the grassy verge.
After a glance at the neighbours’ windows, Alice rolled the tight mask off the first body – revealing, as she’d anticipated, a scar on the back of his head. Zareb’s minder motioned her away. She stepped back, shivering in her thin robe, and watched him bend over the bodies. ‘Are they dead?’
At the bottom of the street, a man and his dog came round the corner. The stocky silhouette of the Portuguese gym owner. She went towards him, waving him to go back. His beagle growled. The gym owner stopped dead and looked past her, at the bodies, and then, sharply reining in the leash, dog yelping, he hurried off around the corner. If she ever went to the gym again, she’d need a good explanation.
She ran back. The front passenger door of the BMW sedan was open, and the minder was reaching in to spring the boot, his leather jacket straining across his massive shoulders. He dragged the first body, the man with the scar, over to the boot, heaved the upper part inside and then lifted in the legs. One shoe came off, exposing a prosthetic foot, and he tossed the shoe in after the body.
The boot closed, soundlessly. He opened the rear door, hauled the second body into the back seat and piled the third on top. He bent their knees to fit them in. By now he was panting loudly.
The bodies in the back seat began to stir. The one underneath let out a long groan, but when Alice went to close the door, the minder made a warning grunt, held up his gloved hands, and eased it shut himself. He looked up and down the street, his thick neck bulging above his jacket. Then his head jerked back. ‘Fuck me!’ he said.
His voice startled her, the first time she’d heard him speak. She turned, and there was T on the porch in her skin-suit, her wings stretched wide. She curtseyed. Zareb’s man gave a vigorous shake of his head as if to dislodge that extraordinary image and, moving round to the driver’s door, set the journey to Return.
‘Wait!’ Alice said. She ran to where he stood, and while he held open the door, she leaned in to read the destination.
He pressed start. The headlights flicked on, and the engine purred. Easing the door closed, he stood back.
Alice shivered, barefoot on the dewy grass, as she watched the sedan with its cargo of bodies glide out of the street and flicker through the trees. Her breath misted the air. She turned her face to the sky, where a solitary star shone between continents of clouds. That was three men. How many would they send next time?
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‘WHO
is
THAT gorgeous guy?’ T said.
Zareb’s minder had directed them inside, and the two of them watched from the parlour window as he removed his gloves, tugging at each finger with his teeth. He looked left and right, and strode into the park, talking into the cuff of his leather jacket.
T laughed that throaty laugh. ‘My hero.’
Alice lowered the blind, trembling.
‘Did you see the tattoo on his neck?’ T’s eyes glittered.
‘Totally razz.’
Alice went through to the dining room and reached for Daniel’s bottle of arak. Her hand shook under its weight.
When she returned, T was kneeling at the window, head moving as she peered under the blind. ‘Can you see him, Alice? I can’t find him.’
Alice stood behind her. From this angle, she could see the zigzag of pink scarring where the wings were embedded in T’s shoulders and arms. She stared at the ugly mess of raised flesh, at the long dark fall of the wings. The glasses clinked in her shaky hand. She bent to look under the blind. ‘That shadow there.’
‘Oh, the poor guy, out in the cold. We should ask him in.’
Alice clonked the bottle on the wine table. ‘Enough of him. Who were those men?’
T looked round at her, wary. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t see them.’
‘Who do you think they are?’
T leaned her elbows onto the sill and awkwardly pushed herself up.
‘One has a prosthetic foot …?’ Alice prompted. ‘And a scar on his head.’
‘I was so scared. Behind the door.’
Suddenly light-headed, Alice sat down. She poured some arak, gulped a quarter of a glass and shuddered. Her head ached. She felt through her hair with her fingers and found a tender lump. That’s right, she’d hit the wall. She said, ‘I got the address from their vehicle. A property near Orange. Is that where the lab is?’
‘I was in the back of a van. What could I see?’
‘About five hours from the city. Would that be right?’ Alice poured her some arak and stuck the Bendie in the glass.
‘Maybe.’ T slumped into the other armchair. Her face looked pale and clammy. ‘The man with the limp,’ she offered finally. ‘He was their clean-up man.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘He did whatever. Cleaning, driving, pick-up. They told him, he did it. He’s not a scientist.’ She took a sip through the straw and pulled a face. ‘Aniseed.’
Alice felt unexpected sympathy for this put-upon ‘clean-up man’. Probably he too was a victim, the subject of an experiment.
She wanted to ask more about him, but T was studying her with close interest. ‘Why haven’t you got children?’
Alice said nothing. She picked up her glass, took a sip and sat back.
‘Ah,’ T said and smiled.
Schadenfreude, thought Alice.

They sat, each with their thoughts, until T broke the silence. ‘I never thanked you. For giving money to my parents.’ Her tone was casual, but Alice sensed her embarrassment.
She flicked a hand, forget it. Settling that debt was nothing compared to gaining Daniel’s release.
‘Were they pleased?’ T ventured.
‘They were. And your mother kissed your photo.’ She didn’t disclose how that visit had ended: the father pursuing her down the path, kicking the stubborn gate shut after her, saying, ‘Tell Phon I won’t ever forgive her, not for stealing our gold.’
T stretched her arms above her head and let them drop with a happy sigh. Her wings draped the armrests and flared out along the floor.
Alice said, ‘You didn’t glide out of the compound, did you.’
T gave her a sly look. She wiggled her sharp thumb hooks.
‘I climbed. Up one side of the wall and down the other.’
Alice considered the complex surgery required, on nerves, veins and tendons, to enable T to use those thumb hooks. She turned her attention to the wings, those useless cumbersome appendages. ‘I don’t understand why they would do that to you. It’s not as if they’d expect you to fly. We’re not lightweight like flying foxes.’
T sucked up half the arak from her glass and again made a face of distaste. ‘They didn’t care about the flying. They just did it to see if they could. They did all sorts of stuff like that.’
‘You were T7. What happened to the other six?’
‘They took them away.’
‘They died …?’
T folded the wings around her chest. They sat in silence again.
‘You must regret that decision. The wings.’
‘They were my get-out-of-jail card. I didn’t know the scientists were going to cut off my hands.’ She examined her thumb hooks and gave a harsh laugh. ‘I was ready to scratch that man’s eyes out, if he pulled back the door.’ She finished her drink, the straw sucking rudely against the bottom of the glass. ‘You get used to the aniseed taste,’ she said and burped. ‘Ha. I didn’t tell you what Ozzie said to me. The aerogel guy.’
Alice sat forward to pour her more arak. ‘He asked you to marry him.’
‘Oh that.’ Her head made a coquettish movement. ‘No. He wanted to make a film about me. A musical memoir.’
‘Then do it. You looked magnificent just now on the porch.’
Her face lit up. ‘Did I?’ She began to talk about what she’d sing in the film. She’d been thinking about it, she wouldn’t just use her own songs, of course, she had quite a repertoire, she was a natural alto and had a talent for imitation, so people said. Between sips of arak, she sang snatches of songs, asking, ‘What do you think?’ after each one.
Heavy with weariness, Alice sank lower into her chair. She prodded the sore spot on her head where she’d hit the wall. She would’ve liked to turn the conversation to the laboratory, who was in charge there and what went on. Or to the Maxi, how it was inside. Or to Daniel – yes, what was that story? – but T was buoyant, and she let her roll.
Alice rested her head back. Her questions could wait.

An hour later, T staggered upstairs. There was a noise as she fell into bed. Alice stayed on guard in the parlour, shivery despite the insul-blanket she’d wound around herself. She was fingering the lump on her head when her phone vibrated. She fumbled it open. Zareb.
‘My assistant, he tells me about some trouble tonight.’
‘Is he going to stay out there?’ She went to the window, tripping herself up on the blanket, and peered under the blind.
‘Tonight, he stays there. And tomorrow.’
She let go of the blind. ‘And after tomorrow?’
‘I will add his fee to the money you owe me.’
‘And after tomorrow?’ she said again, her voice high and trembly.
The call went dead.
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ALICE WOKE AT 7 a.m. in the chair, her neck stiff. When she stood up, she felt woozy and steadied herself against the mantelpiece. She listened. No sounds in the house. She dragged herself upstairs, called in sick and collapsed into bed.
It was midday when she came to. Her head was throbbing. She padded into T’s room and tried to rouse her. The room had a bad odour. She opened the window, but T mumbled, ‘Shut the window,’ and kept repeating that, even after it was closed. Her forehead was burning hot.
Alice opened her phone. ‘Better come now,’ was all she said. She waited on the landing, listening to T’s laboured breathing, until there was a quiet knock at the door.
‘Thank you,’ Seon-u said, slipping off his shoes. ‘Thank you,’ he said again as she led him upstairs. She was glad to find him sober.
The associate professor stood, eyes alert, taking in the full picture of T, her wings draping the bed, before he knelt and gently opened out one wing. His fingers moved across the membrane, but when he touched the scarring on the amputated arm, T let out a moan that startled him.
He got up from the floor and brushed at the knees of his suit pants. ‘It is no simple graft. Those wings were grown in a lab.’
‘You mean from stem cells?’
They both turned their heads. T was moving in an agitated way and mumbling deliriously.
‘We need an expert opinion,’ he said.
‘Then get one.’

The pillow was soaked with sweat. Alice dampened a towel in cold water and pressed it to T’s forehead. Seon-u was downstairs making calls, and she tracked his voice as he paced the hallway.
‘Mama,’ T murmured.
Alice sat back. Mama. The bent little woman in the SHEA cottage. There wasn’t time to get her, was there? That was if her husband let her come. And it could get complicated. They might want a proper funeral, and Alice needed T’s body, the only bargaining chip she had. Closing her eyes, she conveyed her apology.
T was barely breathing by the time Seon-u ushered in a whitehaired woman in a one-piece snow suit and a young man wearing a vintage D&G windcheater. The pair waited respectfully for Alice to move aside before the man set up a bright magnifier. The woman, who had a tattoo of an ammonoid shell on the inside of her wrist, examined the flying fox wing and the long splayed fingers, all the while making comments to her companion, who was recording the examination. The young man then asked Alice’s permission to take a punch biopsy before he excised three small circles from the wing. He also took a blood sample. The two then retreated to the landing, where they discussed their observations with Seon-u in hushed voices.
T began to shake. Alice tried to sit her up, so as to turn the damp pillow, but her torso collapsed onto her, and when she cried out, the voices on the landing went silent, and the young man came in and laid T back on the bed. He pressed a hand into Alice’s shoulder, but she waved him away.
She stroked T’s sweaty hair while she talked softly into her ear about another happier life, the one she might have led as a singer, until dusk darkened the room, and T exhaled a long fetid breath and breathed no more.

Seon-u organised the pick-up without fuss and without involving her, and for that she was grateful. Before he left, he asked if he could extract T’s identity chip, which he’d located in her chest and which would help, he said, in establishing her medical history. He would return it, of course, should she want it. Alice agreed. After he’d gone, she took multiple photos of T’s body and mutilated arms, her scars and wings, in order to later compile a 3D image.
In the early hours of the morning, a van parked in the rear laneway. Alice opened the glide-a-door, and three men in gloves and balaclavas came inside, one of them limping. Without a word, they went upstairs. She heard their soft-soled shoes moving across the floorboards and the zip of the body bag, and then they carried the bag downstairs and through the house and swung it into the rear of the van. There was a dull thud.
She stood shivering in the laneway, watching the rear lights recede until the van turned the corner, and then she closed the glide-a-door and walked back inside and locked the door. The house was silent, empty. She would not go upstairs, instead taking a doona from the closet and dragging the two wing chairs together in the front parlour to make a sort of bed. She curled herself under the doona.
But in her mind, she kept seeing the swing of the body bag, hearing the dull thud.
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HER PHONE WAS beeping. Groggily she felt around the doona. The room was still dark.
This time it was Harmony Aged Care.
She listened without speaking, her fist jammed against her mouth. After the call, she ran upstairs and slammed her bedroom door and leaned her hands with all her weight against the back of it. ‘No,’ she yelled at the door. ‘No, no, no!’ It was too hard. ‘Too hard,’ she yelled. She climbed into bed fully clothed, pulled the bedding over her head and sobbed into Daniel’s pillow.

In the end, there was no point in hiding. When it was daylight, she made herself get up, shower and dress, and then rang work to request compassionate leave.
At Harmony Aged Care, she wandered the eucalyptus-smelling corridors, looking for a nurse or someone in charge, but there was only a support worker she’d never met before, who said, ‘The doctor is making a death certificate. Heart failure.’ He unlocked the door of her grandmother’s room and, with sympathetic clicks of the tongue, left her there.
She went in. Already her grandmother was not her grandmother, but a body with a waxen face.

She booked an autopod and packed her satchel randomly, tossing in a jacket and her phone, then almonds, dark chocolate and a tangelo, and the leek tart leftover from three days ago. She lay inside the cushioned conveyance with her knees bent and her arms hugging her chest and watched the city buildings whizzing by in the full circle of windows and then the branches of trees opening to the sky and then simply clouds. For a time, she slept. When she woke, she saw a tall building and sat up and looked back at the newly minted apartment block standing in the middle of rice fields, the glass of its windows glinting and the labels on the glass flapping, and she saw that the land all around was pegged into blocks, a city arising.
She faced the road ahead. Shadows of trees striped the old bitumen. She ate the food she’d brought, but still felt hungry. She thought about Zareb visiting her grandmother, the shock it had caused.
Farms gave way to house blocks. A row of poplars led into a town, and the autopod slowed to the requisite speed and cruised the streets. Most houses and shops were boarded up, but the town was still as her grandmother had described. Here was the Memorial Hall dated 1961, the garden out front merely weeds, and over there was the cenotaph in the park, the lawn all around gone brown, and at the end of the main street stood the statue of the kelpie. The cemetery, too, was there by the river. The voice guide announced Destination reached and she climbed out, and the autopod promptly trundled off for the nearest recharge station.
She did a slow circle on the broken footpath. Not a single person in sight. A cool wind blew dirt through the street, and her eyes watered. Overhead a raven flapped and cawed – the obligatory cemetery raven. She pushed on the rusted gate, which creaked so loudly she paused to glance over her shoulder before wading into the long grass. Most of the headstones were tilted or fallen into the grass, but she stopped at those that were upright to read aloud the names of the dead.
Moving deeper into the cemetery, she could hear, though not see, the slow-moving water in the river. Casuarinas lined the riverbank, and the wind passing through them made a lonely sound. One grave was small, and when she held aside the paspalum, she saw the inscription on the headstone: Beloved daughter Adelina, river-drowned, aged three years and three months, and, without clear reason, her legs buckled and she found herself on her knees, crying.
When she’d recovered herself, she wiped her eyes on her shirt and got to her feet. Her senses felt raw, heightened. A golden wattle was in full bloom, and she made her way towards it, transfixed by the brightness of its pompom blossoms. The wind moving its branches. Bees buzzing, crawling all over. She could smell it now, the sweet delicate scent. Time stretched, and for a brief while, there was only this glorious yellow bush against the grey sky.
Calmer, she wandered further among the gravestones, this time looking at the dates, calculating the ages at the time of death. Her grandmother, at ninety-nine, would be the oldest. That was something. A long life, if not a happy one.
Standing there, in the middle of the cemetery, she called the doctor. His voice boomed in the quiet. After having established who she was, she asked him questions to which he gave emphatic replies.
No, her grandmother did not die from a fright or shock.
Yes, he was sure of that. He signed the death certificate himself.
No, it was not heart failure. The administration at Harmony Aged Care got that wrong. It was a major stroke.
Yes, an ischaemic stroke. As Alice was no doubt aware, her grandmother had had several minor strokes previously. Yes, TIAs, with little harm done. This one unfortunately killed her.
No, she did not suffer.
‘No, as I said – this was NOT caused by a shock.’
A kookaburra cackled in a branch above, and Alice lifted her face to look at it. ‘Thank you,’ she said and closed the call. Thank you.
On her way out, she came across the shared slab of a husband and wife who had died on the same day, and with no clues given as to cause of death, she wondered about them and thought of her own parents killed in the Pacific Air Collision, leaving no mark on Earth except for herself.
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THE FUNERAL PARLOUR was a little further down the street. The director who greeted her was young, too young to deal in death. He had an open, friendly face with a bit of ginger fluff sprouting from his chin. His T-shirt, with its surfboard logo, was visible through the thin fabric of his business shirt.
She said, ‘I’m here to arrange a burial.’
‘Burial?’ the young man, really a boy, squeaked. ‘We do cremations.’
‘My grandmother wanted to be buried.’
‘Oh.’ He scratched at his fluff-beard and then opened his device and began asking for her grandmother’s details. The name sounded familiar, he said, and he called it out down the hall to his grandad, who – after some delay and preceded by an intermittent whirring – appeared in the doorway, a shrunken figure standing upright in an old-fashioned exoskeleton. The old man pushed the joystick forward, there came the whirring again, and his left foot on the metal plate rose and extended forward into the room. His right foot followed.
He looked around, his expression eager. ‘So? Where is she?’
Alice pressed her fingers over her mouth.
‘Oh. When I heard her name …’
‘You knew her?’
He said, ‘I knew her, all right.’ He stared off into space. Then he looked at Alice sharply. ‘She ever mention me …?’
Alice hesitated. ‘Not specifically, no.’
He gave a bitter smile. ‘Did she and that drummer stay together? Bet they didn’t.’
Alice said, ‘No, they didn’t,’ looking at him in surprise. If she’d known about this man, she would’ve brought Gran out here for a visit.
Though perhaps not. One time she’d asked her grandmother why she didn’t take another husband, and the reply came: ‘It’s one thing to get into bed with an old man you’ve known since you were both young, but it’s quite another to get into bed with a man, however nice, who’s just plain old.’
Yet another time, when pressed on the same question, her grandmother had rolled her eyes and said, ‘One rodeo was enough.’

The old man didn’t need much persuading to agree to a burial. With a wave of a hand, he also agreed to a deferred payment. After the boy had sorted her details, the old man suggested she stay for dinner, and the three of them walked through the wind, the old man surprisingly fast on his whirring exoskeleton, to a pub two blocks down, where they shared barbecued lamb ribs, something she hadn’t eaten in decades, and a jug of beer, while the old man told her things about her grandmother, some of which she’d rather not have heard. Once he got started, he didn’t seem able to stop, but then abruptly he did. He looked down at his plate and turned the gnawed bones over with his fingers and pushed them into a pile and said, ‘I wish I’d seen her one more time. Now I never can.’
The old man footed the bill and Alice thanked him and they said goodbye on the windy corner, and the old man headed back the way they’d come while the boy trotted down the deserted main street towards the kelpie statue, now lit up blue.
Wiping her mouth, greasy from the lamb, Alice pressed Find me on the A-pod app, and within seconds the autopod pulled up at the kerb with a cheery bipbip. The door sprang open, and she sank into the capsule, fluttering her fingers out the window when she passed the old man, who raised his arm in return, and as her conveyance picked up speed, she twisted in her seat and watched him striding on his exoskeleton towards the funeral parlour, dirt and leaves blowing all around him.
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ALICE LAY IN the warm and humming autopod. The wraparound windows were dark. Shapes of trees passed, branches silhouetted against the night sky, the branching like blood vessels … or river systems … or forked lightning … Her eyelids closed.
Half asleep, she saw again her grandmother’s face, her features rubbery with emotion, the night she’d come with the news. The worst ever air disaster, 735 dead. Never previously close, that day they had clung to each other, knowing they were all the family they had left.
She thought about the owner of the funeral parlour. He seemed nice, the sort to have stuck around. So why choose the drummer? Was her grandmother chasing cool, or did she just want to leave town? Daniel believed that a life path boiled down to the choices a person made. By making and reviewing decisions, he said, and anticipating the consequences, you forged your own fate. But weren’t those decisions, be they right or misguided, a product of character? And if your character, shaped by circumstance, was destiny, how much choice did you actually have?

City lights glowed on the horizon. The traffic was thickening. In a daze, she hadn’t been paying attention to her surroundings, but now, glancing around, she saw the autopod was returning by a different, unfamiliar route. She leaned forward to check the destination panel; it was blank and flashing grey.
Music burst from the speakers, so loud it hurt her ears. ‘Music off,’ she yelled, without effect. She banged at the speakers with her fists.
Then the vents opened, blasting her with cold air. She leaned over to the dashboard, but the dial was jammed on Max. The temperature plummeted. She pressed her satchel to her chest for protection from the icy blast, holding it in place with her knees so that her hands could cover her ears.
Now the autopod slowed right down, to walking speed. Alice pulled at the doorhandle, thinking to jump out. The handle didn’t budge. She scrambled around to all four doors, but none would open. Frantic, she tried the windows. She screamed through the glass at passengers in passing vehicles. No one saw, except for a little girl who mirrored Alice by putting her hands over her ears and opening her mouth wide.
With frozen fingers Alice tapped the A-pod app on her phone. She tapped and tapped, but it would not open. She tried ringing the emergency number on the dashboard plaque. Her teeth chattered in the frigid air. Desperately she shook the phone and pressed different numbers. The whole phone seemed to be malfunctioning.
When headlights flashed inside the autopod, Alice looked behind, hoping to wave for help. A dark car was following closely. It didn’t overtake. With the headlights shining in her eyes, she couldn’t tell what make it was, but the way it sat there, behind the autopod, filled her with dread.
Now her autopod accelerated to maximum speed, swerving wildly to pass other vehicles. Alice dug her fingers into the upholstery to stop herself rolling.
Then it stopped dead. A cyclist slammed into the rear and tumbled over the roof. He got up from the road, swearing, and, retrieving his bike, rode off, unaware of her cries for help.
Inside the stationary autopod, the aircon and the music continued to blast forth – but above their din, she caught the click of the doors unlocking. She staggered out of the autopod. Thirty metres ahead, parked on the highway shoulder, was a black BMW sedan.

Eyes on the sedan, Alice stepped backwards. If anyone emerged from that car, she would jump onto the highway and flag down a vehicle.
But the sedan sat there, purring, hazard lights on. Her phone came to life in her hand, the A-pod emergency number ringing. She pressed the phone to her ear. The automated voice couldn’t comprehend her predicament. It took her through options one to six, but none of them fitted what had occurred. No human respondent was ‘currently available’. Music still blared from the open door of the autopod, and Alice shivered in the current of the aircon, which was colder than the highway wind.
She tried to book a different autopod. The app requested payment for the journey she’d not yet completed. She paid. It then offered her the same malfunctioning autopod. She declined. The app continued to offer the autopod, it being the closest one to her location, and she kept declining. Then she thought to try for an autopod mini, a cramped one-seater, normally confined to the city. Her request was accepted – she must’ve been just inside its range – and was advised of a nineteen-minute wait.
She pocketed the phone and watched the parked BMW. Five lanes of highway on one side and the shadowy bush on the other. Nineteen minutes to wait. Her malfunctioning autopod abruptly took off into the night, one door ajar. Up ahead, the BMW’s hazards stopped flashing. There came a lull in the traffic. The sedan suddenly reversed fast towards her.
She froze in fright. But the sedan braked before reaching her and charged into the outer lane, accelerating along the highway.

It was after midnight when the autopod mini delivered her to her cul-de-sac. She stayed seated and looked out at the dimly lit park. Her eyes tracked the silhouette of a lone runner on the oval, the stretch of his long legs. Dipping her head to look the other way, towards her house, she had a memory-flash of T standing on the porch, her wings outstretched. Followed by another of the body bag, swinging into the van. That sickening thud.
The voice guide repeated, Destination reached. Reluctantly she held her thumb to the reader. The voice guide said, Thank you. Payment received, and the door swung open, Alice climbed out, and the A-pod mini did a U-turn and left the street.
She stood on the kerb in the cold night air. Her house was dark, the only dark house in the row. Even the hermit had his parlour light on, and Alice could see the flicker of his antique TV screen through a gap in his drapes. For a long time she stood there, opposite her dark silent house.
Finally she opened her phone. He answered on the fifth ring. ‘Alice? Are you all right?’
She told him about T, and her grandmother, and started to tell him about the malfunctioning autopod, at which point he interrupted her. ‘Stay right there. I’ll come get you.’
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IN THE UNDERGROUND car park of his apartment block, Lowell reversed his enviro-car into its allotted spot, sandwiched between the rubbish chute and the tubular lift, and dropped his hands onto his thighs. All around, private cars were tucked into their allocated parking spaces. The only sound was the ticking of the engine.
She had talked all the way here, about everything that had happened, but now she fell silent, aware of Lowell’s proximity in the confines of the car. Perhaps this wasn’t a good idea. Something banged its way down the rubbish chute, making her jump. The automatic compactor began to pound.
‘Alice,’ he said, ‘you kept saying malfunctioning. That was no malfunction. Your autopod was hacked.’
She had an image of the BMW reversing towards her. She hadn’t told him about that. As it was, he was overly concerned about her safety.
She said, ‘I thought they were unhackable.’
‘Anything can be hacked.’
The lift pinged open, shedding light into the car park. No one came out. She held her breath, waiting. She glanced over her shoulder, the concrete wall behind. She was spooked all right. It was better not to be alone.

Lowell had only recently bought into this apartment building, which, he said, putting his thumb to the lift reader, was four decades old, built when the trend was for rounded walls and curved glass and for everything ‘smart’. Like the tubular lift, his door lock still worked on thumbprint ID. When Alice followed him into the apartment, the lights came on in muted yellow tones – set, he explained with some boyish interest, to his body clock for this time of night. The living space took on a warm glow.
She had an urgent need to pee, and he directed her to the toilet, a cupboard-like room whose opposing walls were mirrored. She wriggled down her jeans, just making it in time. When she stood to wash her hands in the miniscule basin, she saw herself reflected in the two parallel mirrors, her image receding smaller and smaller into the mirror tunnel, endlessly. Under the tap, her hands trembled.

Lowell was in the kitchen area. She stood in the expansive living room, unsure. Spot-lit shelves showcased various artifacts, and she wandered over to the nearest one. Her fingers ran across a toy train, dipped into a wooden bowl, and held the handle of a rolling pin. All early twentieth century. She picked up a cobbler’s last and turned it in her hands, the wood worn dark and smooth.
‘A shoemaker ancestor,’ Lowell called from the bench, where he was pouring shiraz into two glasses. ‘A Scot,’ he added. He tasted the wine and clinked the glasses onto the coffee table.
Her ruby wine sat there like a promise. She turned her focus to a wooden aeroplane that was balanced on a sturdy spring affixed to a board. When she touched a wing, the plane wobbled. She pressed down on the nose of the plane and then, letting it go, watched the plane rock back and forth.
Lowell came to stand beside her. ‘My mother told me to keep anything made of wood, especially if it was made by hand.’ He lifted his shoulders. ‘So I have.’
Alice paid attention. One thing she knew was that when a person brought their mother into the conversation, a window opened to their inner self.
He picked up the cobbler’s last, cupping it in his hands. The last was small, made for a child’s foot, and looked nestled, protected, inside his long fingers. ‘My mother believed that wooden objects held the energy of trees and took on the spirit of people who used them.’ His face flushed a little. ‘She had funny ideas like that.’ He added, covering, ‘Anyhow, wooden stuff is valuable now.’ He returned the last to the shelf. ‘She was a nurse,’ he said. His eyes met hers. ‘She died in the Zika Pandemic.’
Alice knew this already from Daniel. From Daniel she also knew that there never was a father. She pictured Lowell as he would’ve been then, seventeen years old, intelligent but uncertain, orphaned and alone. She saw his trajectory, from high achievement to ever higher achievement, as a consequence of this loss.
‘It must’ve been tough,’ she said.
He held his arms away from his body and let them fall. Window closed. Returning to the kitchen, he bent to look inside the fridge. ‘You’ve had dinner?’ he called.
She stared at his profile lit yellow by the interior light. ‘Yes,’ she called back, the lamb still heavy in her stomach. She sat on the couch and drank deeply of the wine. Her eyes travelled the long curve of the outer wall. No corners to hide in here.
Lowell snapped his fingers and said, ‘Night view,’ and the lights dimmed save for a single table lamp, and the curtains swished apart to reveal a panorama of the eastern suburbs, stretching all the way to the dark mass of ocean.
Alice leaned against the cushion on the armrest and gazed at the city lights, the blur of colours. It was pretty. Yet for her, the view could not compete with a fig tree, alive with screeching fruit bats.
Lowell brought over a wooden board with a log of chevre and sitting forward on the couch beside her, cut some rounds. More circles, she thought. He passed her a piece on the end of his knife. The cheese crumbled into her hand and tasted tangy on her tongue.
They sat, side by side, looking out at the view, drinking their wine in silence. His closeness unsettled her. Their bodies weren’t touching, but she seemed to feel the warmth radiating from him.
He said, ‘Do you remember that moment Mandy Magee described, after she watched the Earth receding through the rear port?’
Alice nodded. A famous moment on Mission to Mars.
‘Magee turned to camera and said, “You look around at your fellow space travellers and you realise – it’s just us now.”’
Alice remembered. Everybody at work the next day saying, Can you imagine?
‘Even when you’re prepared for something,’ Lowell said, ‘it doesn’t hit you till it happens.’ And then, turning towards her, he said how sorry he was to hear about T, she had such life in her, but to lose a grandmother, that was hard. He placed his warm hand briefly on her knee, and despite all that had happened in the past four days, despite her exhaustion, she felt a charge between her inner thighs.
She stood up. ‘I’d like a shower. If that’s OK.’
Lowell fetched a robe from another room. From a closet, he took out a folded towel. He handed these things to her. The towel felt new, fluffy. She went into the bathroom. Dark tiles, a single towel on the rack, one toothbrush, no feminine products in the drawer.
She had a long shower, allowing Lowell the chance to go to sleep, if he so wanted. If she could have, she would’ve stayed in the shower all night, letting the warm water pour over her. She wiped the mirror to look at herself. The lighting was kind. She pulled on his oversized robe and, pressing her nose to the collar, breathed the faint scent of his aftershave.
When she came out of the bathroom, he was arranging some bedding on the couch. Half-heartedly, she thought.
He straightened. His eyes followed the fall of the bathrobe, down to her bare feet. ‘I can sleep here,’ he said, with a vague gesture at the couch. ‘Or if you like … up to you, of course … we can share my bed.’ He smiled his slow smile. ‘I think it’s big enough.’

The bed was huge, contained in the only right angle in the room, and positioned opposite a curved wall with windows framing a view to the south. She stood at the glass, looking out at the city lights, and at the reflection of Lowell undressing. Day 9, she thought. It was safe. When she turned, he was lying under the sheet, one arm behind his head, exposing the line of muscle.
She shrugged off the robe and climbed between the sheets. An open packet was tucked into the bedhead shelf. Lowell stayed on his side, without touching her, respectful and uncertain – before she rolled towards him, and he reached for the packet.
It was a wordless, urgent pairing. She clung to his upper arms and felt the hardness there, and came and came in diminishing waves, while he held her head between his hands and kissed her face and neck until he shuddered and let out a groan.
Afterwards they lay apart. He said, ‘I think it’s been a while for both of us,’ and they both laughed, and she kept laughing for the sake of it until she heard the edge of hysteria in her laughter and stopped.
He drew the quilt up over them and moved to fold his body around hers, and they slept, folded together like that.

During the night, she woke and thought about her grandmother, and tears slid down her cheek, but soon she drifted back to sleep, tucked there, under Lowell’s arm and leg and foot.
She woke again at daybreak. His body was still pressed against hers, and she felt the heat in the small of her back and his warm breath in her hair. He must have sensed she was awake, for he lifted his head and said softly, ‘Alice. Come live with me.’
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SHE WOKE ALONE in the bed. It was late. The curtains were closed, but sunlight poured in through the half-open door. She felt snug with the bedding banked around her, and there was a scent of something baking, something like oat biscuits. Reluctant to face what she had done, she stayed where she was. From the kitchen came the clunk of a bowl on the bench. What Lowell had said – Did he mean it, or was it a passing impulse, post-coital? She supposed she could stay in his apartment as a temporary measure, for her safety. She shook her head at herself. Who was she kidding?
In the angled wall mirror she caught her reflection. Herself in Lowell’s bed while Daniel was in prison. Seon-u had better make good on the trade. She got up and felt in her satchel for her phone, opened the drapes and sat back on the bed. Three messages, none from Seon-u.
From Citra in HR: So sorry, Alice. Take as much leave as you need. Thinking of you xx
An audio from Dr Quentin Xu: ‘My condolences on your loss. A grandmother is an important figure in one’s life. You will feel a great emptiness. But remember, she will continue to live with you, in your heart and in your head. I would be honoured to help you in any way I can.’
Alice stood at the windows while she replayed the audio. The view, facing south, was curtailed by apartment blocks. She saw empty, shadowed balconies, figures moving behind glass. A wizened man looked down from a penthouse, the wind lifting his beard.
The third message was from Harmony Aged Care: Our sincerest condolences. We need to know asap 1) which funeral parlour you have chosen and 2) whether you intend picking up your grandmother’s belongings.
She covered her eyes with her hand.
Get going, you have things to do. She went through to the kitchen, wearing the oversized bathrobe. On the bench were dripping eggshells, a measuring cup that had held milk, a used mixing bowl, scattered oats and almonds, an end piece of rhubarb. Rhubarb – she could smell that now. ‘What’s cooking?’ she said, curious.
Lowell opened the oven. ‘Baked rhubarb porridge. Ready in ten.’ He didn’t even glance her way. So, he hadn’t meant what he’d said. That was a relief. Wasn’t it? One less complication …?
He began cleaning up the mess, looking harried.
She said, ‘Am I making you late for work?’
He threw her a smile. ‘I have the day off.’ He turned to stir a pot on the cooktop.
Perhaps he was concentrating, making this complicated breakfast. She went into the bathroom. Would it be a rostered day off, or had he called in because of her? On the stool, on top of her clothes, sat a toothbrush in its packet. She cleaned her teeth, inspecting her face in the mirror, and showered quickly. She picked up her crumpled jeans and brushed the dust off the trouser legs. An image of the old funeral director came to her, marching on his exoskeleton through the swirl of dusty wind.
Lowell was seated at the table. Behind him, the city stretched to the ocean, and she could see the white ridges of waves. On the table he’d laid a dish of stewed pears, a tub of yoghurt with a spoon sticking up in it, and the baked rhubarb porridge.
‘Wow,’ she said, awed, pulling out the seat opposite.
At his urging, she dug her spoon into the bake, filling her bowl, and spooned the creamy yoghurt over, followed by some pear with the liquid.
‘Mmm,’ she murmured when she tasted the combination.
‘So you like it?’ He looked relieved, as if he’d passed some test.
‘I love porridge,’ she said and felt like a child.
He reached over and caught her elbow. His hand was warm. ‘I meant what I said.’ His look was serious. ‘You should stay here.’

She entered her house like a stranger and walked through the rooms. Dead rooms, she thought. In the front parlour, the doona was still slung between the armchairs where she’d slept the night before last, and on the low table stood the half-empty bottle of arak and the two glasses from which she and T had drunk.
The doorbell rang, and there was a drone delivery of tall scarlet lilies in a white pot. The lilies gave off a faint scent. Lowell, was her immediate thought, but the card read, Condolences from all the team. Thinking of you at this sad time.
She set the pot on the wine table, sat down, and stared at the lilies. Some of them were open-mouthed, some shut tight.
Stay with me – or live with me? They meant quite different things.

Once again, she joined Associate Professor Seon-u on his 3 p.m. walk, thirty laps of the Quad. He wore a different suit from his usual, this one a navy-blue, and shoes that didn’t squeak.
‘You need to make a move on my husband’s release,’ she said. ‘You still have those two numbers?’
‘Ah. But without the winged woman, without proof of her existence, how can I negotiate this?’
‘What?’ She stopped, then ran to catch up. ‘Didn’t you make the deal clear to them, the return of her body in exchange for Daniel?’ When he didn’t answer, she had a sick feeling. ‘I’ve got photo evidence of her existence.’
‘Ha, such material is easily fabricated.’ He strode faster, forcing her to trot, her boots clip-clopping on the flagstones.
‘The scientists you brought to my house are witnesses,’ she said.
‘Yes? What are their names?’
Again she stopped. He stopped too, a little way off, in the deep shadows of the colonnade. It was true, she thought, Seon-u hadn’t introduced them. Was that deliberate? No names, no contact numbers. She said, ‘Listen. Ring the lab. Tell them we have her ID chip.’
‘I have it, in fact.’
A chill passed through her. Had they asked him to extract the chip, before she could? She watched him, his head cocked, admiring his new brogues. ‘They got to you as well.’
He glared at her. ‘Nobody got to me, as you say. I did my own research on your criminal husband.’
Ah, that was it. ‘He isn’t a criminal. He shouldn’t be in the Maxi. It was a cover-up by the TA.’
‘According to the court documents, he is dangerous.’
‘Lies.’ She shook her head vigorously. ‘I might have to report you to the university ethics committee after all, about what you’ve got going with Robots4Life.’
His smile was bitter. ‘You have no proof of any wrongdoing on my part. Only suspicions.’ He looked along the colonnade, like a dog keen to continue its walk.
‘Well then, I might decide not to buy that social robot for Vinnie.’
He snorted. ‘You cannot afford it anyway. And I do not appreciate your attempts to manipulate me.’
Just then the carillon started up, a bright rippling melody that swelled through the Quad, and instinctively they both lifted their heads to listen. The music softened her. He was right. All along she had taken the wrong approach, transactional and manipulative, bribe and threat. Seon-u was a proud, sincere person.
She said gently, ‘We had a deal. And I trusted you.’
His head was still turned to the music, but he seemed to be considering.
She waited before pulling out her phone. ‘I’ll send you those two numbers again, in case you change your mind.’
His gaze, now lowered, roved the flagstones.
‘The first number is for the lab, which you would’ve used already – for the pick-up, am I right?’
This elicited a slight nod.
‘Thank you for that. Now the second is a contact, possibly a superintendent, at the Maxi.’ She pressed send.
Inside Seon-u’s pocket, his phone buzzed.
‘Please,’ she said. ‘Release an innocent man.’

That afternoon was her scheduled visiting time at the Maxi. She arrived three minutes late, and the door to her allocated booth stood ajar. Daniel was already sitting on the other side of the glass, in the brightly lit room.
She told him first about her grandmother.
His eyes, dark and haunted, held hers. ‘I’m sorry. She was all right. Tough, but all right.’
‘Yes,’ she said.
‘Alice, are you coping?’
She blinked back tears.
‘I’m sorry I can’t be at the funeral.’
‘It’ll be a small affair. Just me. Perhaps one other.’
‘I wish I could hug you,’ he said.
She squeezed her hands together in her lap. Her heart began to beat hard, in anticipation of what she had to say next. ‘That flying fox I was caring for … has died.’ She watched for his reaction.
His gaze stepped away from her face and froze midair. He made a small noise in his throat.
‘Lyssavirus,’ she said. She remembered the feel of T’s sweaty hair, the last word she spoke – Mama.
They sat without talking while minutes passed.
She glanced at the clock. ‘There is good news, about the car.’
He looked at her sharply.
‘They’re doing a trade-in.’
She felt that it was true, that it would happen. After she’d left Seon-u, she’d watched him from behind a pillar in the Quad. He hadn’t resumed his walk but had stood, motionless, staring into his phone.
She leaned forward, towards Daniel. ‘It won’t be long now.’
It took a few seconds, and then his eyes lit with comprehension.
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THE NEXT DAY Alice went to Harmony Aged Care for the final time. She walked all the way, sunshine warming her back. She had in mind to say something to Fiza, about Zareb and giving out addresses. She spent some time working out how she’d express it. The weight and heat of her jumper prickled her back, and she peeled it off.
On the last steep street, she paused on the rise above the building complex to look down at the wing in which her grandmother had resided, counting the windows to locate her room. Let it go, she thought. Fiza’s good at her job. She became aware of a scent of blossom and the buzzing of bees, and turning, she saw a wattle in full bloom, and at the sight she felt uplifted, remembering the golden wattle in the riverside cemetery where her grandmother would be buried.
She descended the steps.

The bed had been stripped to the mattress. Fiza was there, taking clothes from the drawers and bundling them into a calico bag. The open wardrobe emitted that unmistakeable odour of clothes dried in an industrial dryer.
Fiza saw her and stopped. ‘I’m sorry.’ She gave her a steady look. ‘Your grandmother was my favourite.’
Alice thanked her for the kindness she’d shown her gran.
‘They usually wait,’ Fiza said, ‘let the relative clear the cupboard, but they need this room today.’
Alice gazed around the impersonal room. Another client moving in. Last stop before death.
Fiza bent down to the bottom shelf, her uniform pulling tight around her thighs, and when she straightened, two pairs of shoes hung by their heels on the hooks of her fingers. The shoes went into a different bag. Alice watched, unable to move.
Three calico bags were stuffed full now, and Fiza zipped them shut. Alice looked at them, the three lumpy objects on the bed, the bed that had once been her grandmother’s.
‘Do you want the clothes?’ said Fiza. ‘Or we give them to other residents.’
Alice stared at the bags.
‘And those things?’ Fiza pointed at Gran’s hairbrush and personal care items from the bathroom. ‘No? You don’t want?’ She picked up the little bin and, with the flat of her hand, tipped the bottles in. The hairbrush with whiskers of white hair landed upright at the top. Fiza moved to the shelf by the window and held up the photo. ‘And this?’
Alice took the photo dumbly, stared at her ever-laughing parents.
‘Oh, and this one has your name.’ From the bedside drawer, Fiza pulled out a brick-shaped parcel wrapped in red-and-green paper. The label had a glittery snowman on it and the words, For my darling Alice.
Alice pressed her fingers to her mouth.
When she had gathered herself, she said, ‘I’ll just take these, thank you, Fiza,’ and left, clutching the present and photo to her chest.

She sat in the front parlour with the photo on the mantelpiece and the present in her lap. The room was scented with the heavy fragrance of the lilies; more mouths had opened. From all the team, the card read. That was kind of them. She used to feel part of the team, before everything happened.
She looked down at the holly pattern on the old-fashioned Christmas paper and at her grandmother’s irregular handwriting on the label. After some minutes, she carefully tore off the label and set it aside before turning the parcel over. The wrapping paper was held together with two kinds of tape, one gold, one clear, suggesting that at some point the parcel had been opened and retaped.
The paper disintegrated as she tore it away. Inside was an old-fashioned tissue box, which, although empty of its original ninety-five tissues, had some weight to it. Something slid around inside. Pushing her hand through the slot, she took hold of a solid object and pulled it out, tearing the slot.
The object was brown, and the same shape as the tissue box only smaller. She weighed it on the palm of her right hand, bobbing the hand a few times, then shifted it to her left hand. A kilogram, she estimated.
She set it on the floor in front of her, where its painted brown surface gleamed in the sunshine falling through the window. With a fingernail she scratched at the paint and kept on scratching until she’d scraped away a large circle.
She sat back. In the sunlight, the circle of gold shone brightly.
‘Oh, Gran,’ she said aloud. And then Oh, Gran was all she could think, over and over.

They buried her grandmother, the following day, using an antique casket-lowering device to edge the coffin, jerking and creaking, into the grave. The wintry sun glinted on the handles. She and the elderly funeral director, upright in his exoskeleton, thought their separate thoughts over the open grave, while the grandson stood apart, twisting his ginger chin fluff. The funeral director had made the coffin himself and selected the site near the cemetery wall, ‘protected from the wind,’ he said, and under a scribbly gum, ‘protected from the hot sun’.
Afterwards, while the grandson shovelled the earth back in, clods of clay falling heavily on the coffin lid, Alice pulled out long runners of kikuyu from around the foot of the grave. When she’d cleared a square, she borrowed the boy’s spade and planted a prostrate Cootamundra wattle. The grandson promised he’d keep the water up to the wattle during the first summer and went off for a bucket, whistling.
Alice wandered through the cemetery to the riverbank, where she stood watching the sluggish movement of the water. The level was low, and there were submerged tree branches that could snag a swimmer’s legs, and she remembered the river-drowned girl buried in the cemetery. She squatted down to rinse the dirt from her hands. The water was icy.
Later, she went across to the funeral parlour and found the old man stretched out on the threadbare visitors’ sofa, staring dully at the wall. She thanked him and briefly held his dry, calloused hand while he lay there, and the thought came to her – he’s not got long himself.

She spent the night in a hotel room in the next town but had trouble sleeping, what with the prickly sheets and the noise from the heat pump. Once, through the dark, she felt the presence of her grandmother. She even whispered hello.
On the road the following day, she took her time, driving and thinking. Lack of sleep put her in a strangely calm mental space. She was driving Lowell’s car because he’d insisted, even bringing the car to her door. He’d offered to accompany her on the trip as well, but she’d said no, she needed to be herself without the strain of talking.
At one point, feeling drowsy, Alice turned off the highway onto a narrow bitumen road that ended in a dusty little township. She parked and got out. A magpie warbled above, invisible in a tree. She bought two homemade raisin scones from the cavernous general store and ate them with her thermos tea, leaning against the hot bonnet of the car. There was no one about. Cows grazed in fields, and horses, and it was quiet except for the buzz of some sort of farm machinery in the distance. The scones were sweet and flaky. She dusted the flour from her fingers and looked slowly around at the fields and trees and distant blue hills.
‘That’s a different way to live,’ she said aloud, driving off.
Turning back onto the highway, she was almost rear-ended by a black sedan that came out of nowhere. She was sure she’d looked. For one panicky moment she thought it was that sedan, but then she glimpsed the angry red face of the teen driver, who blared his horn, mouthing curses at her as he overtook at speed. She pulled up on the side of the road, shaken. The rest of the way she drove with extra caution.
That evening, entering the city, she felt as if she were entering a giant machine. The feeling stayed with her until she’d parked in the carport and the glide-a-door rolled shut behind her. She sat in the car, looking at the rear of the house. Already it no longer felt like home.
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SHE SLEPT BETTER in her own bed, and early next morning she drove Lowell’s car to the IVF clinic, worried because she’d missed the blood test the previous day. It was Day 14 of her cycle, and she didn’t want to postpone for yet another month. The nurse who did the bloods assured her she was still on track.
Alice checked her messages as she left the building. An audio from Seon-u: I need to discuss an offer from Robots4Life. And to discuss ... that other matter. In person.
He sounded reluctant.
Mindful now not to push or rush him, she held back for an hour before returning the call. ‘Can I take you to lunch?’ she asked. ‘At Bunya Feast?’
Silence at the other end.
‘It’s thirty minutes from your office. That could be your walk.’ There was more silence before he agreed to this change in his routine.
He was wearing his old dark suit and his old shoes, the left one squeaking as they followed the restaurant owner, a gurgling baby strapped to her chest, through to an outside table, where they sat down opposite each other. Without looking at the menu, Alice ordered the Deadly Feast for two. She caught the baby’s chubby waving hand, and the baby burbled.
She waited for Seon-u to talk. He didn’t. The garden, shaded with vines, was chilly, and she shifted her seat closer to the brazier. Lifting the edge of the red tablecloth, she examined the border motif of black shields and then pushed the cloth back over her knees. She glanced at Seon-u, who was examining the tines on his fork. His silence was maddening.
She steered her thoughts to the gold bar. Under the veneer of brown paint, she’d found a layer of something like plaster of Paris, which presumably had been applied to obscure the markings, make the surface flat. All to disguise the gold bar. But she couldn’t imagine her grandmother doing this, the plaster and the paint, at least not as carefully. How had Gran come by this gold anyway? She’d worked as a casual all her life, with spells of unemployment. Her super wouldn’t have amounted to much.
Seon-u cleared his throat, and Alice sat up, expectant – but before he could speak, the paperbark-wrapped fish was placed before them. ‘Roast barra,’ the waiter said and, pushing a woven basket onto the table, ‘Our house damper, bunya-nut.’ Soon he was back. ‘And here’s your roo.’
Seon-u peered with suspicion at the dark red sauce, and Alice said, ‘Quandong chilli jam.’ He removed his tie.
So they began to eat, without having discussed a thing. First the pieces of kangaroo tail, the sauce so spicy that they both reached for the jug of water. Alice then unwrapped the paperbark, releasing the smell of fish, and squeezed the lemon over. They ate the top half of the barramundi, juicy flaky morsels, and then she peeled away the intact skeleton so they could start on the underside.
They’d finished eating, but still she waited. Seon-u sipped from his square-sided tumbler and looked at it from different angles, as if observing the refraction of light. He set the tumbler down, then turned it so it was square to his plate.
When he finally spoke, he addressed her right shoulder. ‘Robots4Life are prepared to give you a fifty per cent discount. I explained how much Vinnie benefitted from the interaction with the social robot.’
‘He did,’ she said.
‘So you would be interested?’ A brief glance at her face.
‘Place the order.’
He smiled into his plate.
Then she crossed her arms. ‘There’s a catch.’
‘A condition,’ he said. ‘I have footage of Vinnie with the robot. They would like to use that footage in their promotional material.’
She was silent. An invasion of privacy, but would Vinnie care?
‘It would only be viewed by prospective buyers.’ He added, ‘You would need to sign consent.’
As Vinnie’s advocate, it was her call. What difference would it make to the boy, so long as he got his robot back? Privacy was the least of his problems.
She nodded, and Seon-u visibly relaxed. She said, ‘No mass advertising.’
‘Of course.’
She’d need to read that agreement carefully.
The waiter cleared the table and brought their dessert. ‘Kakadu plum tart with wattleseed ice cream,’ he announced. ‘Celebrating, sister?’
She looked uncertainly at Seon-u. ‘I think.’ They still hadn’t got to ‘the other matter’.
The waiter left to attend a big rowdy group who were scraping their seats around, taking their time to settle. Seon-u glared at the newcomers.
Alice could wait no longer. She leaned forward. ‘And?’
He sat right back, preserving the space between them. ‘Yes, yes. All arranged. Nevertheless … they said there is due process to observe.’
‘Which means?’
‘There needs to be a retrial. After all, he was convicted. There are legalities. He cannot simply be released into —’
She held up her hand. ‘But they agreed. To let him out in the meantime.’
Seon-u gave a nod, and the weight she’d been living with for eight months lifted from her.
She exhaled a long sigh. Praise be. ‘So you gave them T’s ID chip?’
‘I had to. However …’ He passed her a small crisp envelope.
She opened it and glanced inside. ‘You made a copy?’
He looked pleased with himself. ‘Your insurance,’ he said.
In parting from him outside Bunya Feast, Alice, overcome with gratitude, had an urge to hug him – which perhaps he sensed, for he took a step backwards. Instead, she bowed her head. ‘Thank you, Associate Professor Seon-u.’
He smiled modestly. ‘In fact, I am Professor now.’

Alice drove from the restaurant to Lowell’s apartment building. She reversed into the tight underground parking space between the garbage compactor and the lift, where she sat motionless while the compactor banged and pounded outside the passenger window. She became absorbed in intense memory, of the night and the morning upstairs, until she stirred herself and shook away the thoughts. No, it wasn’t love.
She took the lift to the ground floor, dropped the car device in the letterbox and went out to the busy street. It was like with Jorge Manuel all over again, except … She stopped still and looked around her, unseeing.
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FROM WHERE SHE sat in the gynaecological examination chair, Alice watched Omid, the assisting scientist, prepare the sedation. It was Day 19. Yesterday an ultrasound had confirmed endometrial maturation, the start of the implantation window.
‘Only half as much, remember,’ she said. ‘I fell asleep the first time.’
Omid slipped the vial containing the remainder into his lab pocket and held a don’t-tell finger to his lips. ‘A little something for me later,’ he said. ‘Another reason why you’re my favourite patient.’
He lifted her knees apart over the leg supports. The pad protecting the chair upholstery rustled as she shifted into a more comfortable position.
‘Did you have the embryos edited?’ Omid asked.
She shook her head, no. ‘Only had the PGD.’ With no cystic fibrosis mutations detected.
‘Well, you know, your child will be outgunned by all the children whose parents paid for gene-editing. It’s the new norm. A woman yesterday, an athlete, right? Famous but can’t tell you who …’ – at this point, unable to resist, he leaned over and whispered in her ear, and Alice widened her eyes at him as if she recognised the name – ‘Anyway, she wanted to make sure her male baby would be tall with good musculature.’ He patted his own upper arm, flexing the substantial muscle there, evident even through his shirt. He flexed it again, admiring himself. ‘And you know what? She also wanted gene drive, so her future descendants would have this gene.’
‘That’s allowed …?’
He rocked his hand, horizontal in the air, to say – It’s a grey area.
Dr Patel entered the room, caught Omid’s hand movement, and looked from one to the other with arched eyebrows. He shrugged out of his suit jacket and tossed it to Omid, who hung it on a coathanger. Then Patel rolled up his shirtsleeves in three neat folds and, turning his back to them, began to scrub up at the sink.
Omid mouthed, Good luck, and gave her ankle a pinch on his way through to the lab. She rested her head back. The sedation had kicked in, and the splashing in the sink seemed to go on for a long time and come from a long way away. She thought of T’s death, and of the small sound Daniel had made when she told him. And then she tried not to think about them together.
After he’d dried his hands, Patel came over to where she was propped in the high padded chair. He pulled on a surgical glove. ‘Omid’s about to thaw the embryos. He needs to know how many. Now then …’ The doctor stretched the other glove on, the snap loud to her ear. ‘So far, there have been three unsuccessful transfers.’
Three heavy stones in her heart. The last time, seven months ago, Patel had come to their door to discuss the news.
‘Even after all our research,’ he went on, ‘implantation is still an unpredictable and mysterious process.’ He studied her with his head cocked, as if assessing her mood. She fought off the drowsiness, trying to stay focused.
‘So, what I propose – I hope you don’t have a recording device on you anywhere. No? Haha, good. What I’m suggesting is to transfer all four remaining embryos. It’s a risk. But it is highly unlikely at your age, and given the failures so far, that there would be a multiple pregnancy. However – it’s your decision.’
She ran her fingers across the crisp white sheet covering the lower half of her body. All four remaining embryos. One last shot.
What would Daniel say?
‘Let’s do it.’ She fell asleep.
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THE SHOP WINDOW of Café Nostalgia was frosted in pink swirls. Through a clear spot, Alice spied her friend bent to the old-fashioned glass cabinet, perusing the cakes. The cursive writing above the doorway said: Sweets your grandma used to love.
‘Good choice,’ she said, pushing through the rose-glass door.
Desi sprang upright and hugged her. ‘Thought it was apt. Sorry about your grandmother.’ She made a sad face, and they hugged once again. ‘I’m having the watermelon cake.’ She pointed.
The air was sweet and heavy with the scent of baking. Alice ordered the vegan chocolate tartlet, which, according to the sign, was Your grandma’s favourite in 2025, made with real cocoa like they did back then, and after settling their bill with the woman in a pink apron behind the counter, she crossed the pink-and- white tiled floor to join Desi at a table by the frosted window. The tabletop was bordered with pink hearts.
Alice slung her satchel over the back of the chair. ‘So. Pink is the colour of nostalgia.’
‘Looks like it.’
They grinned at each other.
‘Guess what.’ Desi did a drum roll with the flat of her hands on the table. ‘I’ve given the booze the shove.’
Alice felt guilty, recalling their tiff, but said, ‘Good move.’ She saw the expectation in her friend’s eyes and looked away. Over the phone, she’d hinted about the story she had for her, but now she was hesitant. It was hard to part with T, the evidence of her existence.
Desi said, ‘So-o-o, what have you got?’
Alice glanced over her shoulder. It was early still, and the café was quiet except for faint radio sounds from the kitchen. Only two other patrons, at separate tables. ‘Hard copies,’ she said. She took an envelo-folder from her satchel and slid it across the table. ‘Couldn’t trust an electronic send.’
‘Suitably retro.’ Opening the flap, Desi pulled out the bundle of papers and photos. Her features took on an intent frown as she sifted through the material. When she came to the photos, she looked up, eyes wide. ‘Experimentation? On humans?’
Alice saw the photos, upside down, with fresh horror. ‘Can you write it?’
Desi spread out the documents, considering. ‘And this …?’ She held up a slip of paper.
It was the destination Alice had memorised from the black sedan the night of the home invasion. ‘The address of the lab, I’m guessing. The private company that runs the lab also runs the Maxi. Which is where they source the subjects for their experiments.’
‘You’re talking conspiracy?’
‘Connected interests.’
‘And this name. Jean?’
‘A nurse. Who knows something, I’m sure.’ She tapped another paper. ‘The contact details for Professor Seon-u. And that’s the result of the punch biopsy his colleagues did. The professor has agreed to pass on their observations.’
It was true that in the three days since their lunch at Bunya Feast, he’d been more amenable, quick to return her calls. During their last conversation, he’d told her, ‘The cause of death was lyssavirus, not hyperacute rejection of the graft. The graft was in fact successful.’ A win for science.
Desi was looking inside Seon-u’s little envelope.
‘Her identity chip,’ said Alice. ‘A copy.’
When the café owner, in her pink apron, bustled over with their cakes and pots of tea on a tray, Desi shuffled everything back into the envelo-folder. Not fast enough, though, for the woman, catching sight of a photograph, spilt their tea. She shot Alice a wary look as she mopped up. Alice focused on the frill of darker pink around the woman’s bib until all the tea things were safely on the table.
Gran would have hated it here. I’m overdosing on pink, she would’ve said.
After the woman had gone, Desi leaned forward. ‘You seemed so distracted that night at my place, we were convinced you were hiding an affair. We never guessed at this.’ She placed her hand on the folder.
Alice pictured the circle of friends speculating about her supposed affair after she’d left. Her face felt hot. She lowered her head over the tart, inhaling the aroma of chocolate. ‘There’s a thumbdot in the outside pocket,’ she said. ‘Images of the part that caused the Slider accident.’
Desi shook out the thumbdot, scanned it into her phone and began clicking through the images. ‘And how’s this related?’
‘I thought you might do Daniel’s story as a tandem piece. His fight against the combined force of the Transport Agency and the E-J Consortium.’
Desi twisted her mouth, not as interesting.
A smell of cinnamon burst from the kitchen as metal trays clattered onto a stainless-steel bench. Through the doorway, Alice glimpsed clusters of cinnamon buns – Daniel’s favourite.
‘He’s getting out,’ she said.
Desi’s jaw dropped. ‘You’re kidding.’
‘That pair you put me on to, Legal Queens? I have another appointment with them this morning.’ She felt inside her satchel for the gold bar. ‘And I could be …’ She stopped herself short, the transfer only yesterday, but Desi, filling her mouth with watermelon cake, was oblivious.
They drank their pots of tea, heads bent towards each other – and the café owner watching them – while Alice explained in terse whispers about the home invasion and the autopod malfunction. But she broke off when a long, dark shape shadowed the bottom of the frosted window. She pressed her eye to a clear section of the glass.
‘Desi,’ she said warningly. She set her phone on the floor under her chair. ‘We’re leaving via the kitchen.’
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THEY HUGGED IN the cake-perfumed lane behind Nostalgia. A cool wind blew and the lid of a cake box flapped at them from an overfilled bin.
Alice quickly unzipped the side of her satchel and pressed a red packet into Desi’s hand: this thumbdot, the hardest item to part with. ‘A 3D avatar. I made it from her photos.’ The avatar so real it had spooked her.
They started walking backwards, away from each other. ‘So if men in balaclavas turn up at my door,’ Desi said, ‘I’m to ring the cops. That right?’ Treating it as a lark.
Alice urged, ‘Yes. Do that,’ and took off at a run, down the long alleyway. Desi should be safe, shouldn’t she? No one would know she had that material. But was it safe in her hands? Alice glanced around, but her friend had already gone. Only the cake box, escaped from the bin, was skidding along the gutter.
At the corner she looked in every direction before continuing on a circuitous route of back streets. In one dog-leg lane, a series of trucks were beeping loudly, reversing from a recycling warehouse, and she was forced to press against a metal fence. A red-faced driver shook his head at her as if to say, What are you doing here? She got past and went on at a jog. The wind had strengthened, and the scraping of fallen cartons made her jumpy. At the main road, she paused, alert. It may not have been that BMW sedan parked outside the café, but she felt it was.
When she reached the Art Deco building where the lawyers’ office was located, she pretended to look in the window of the vintage shop downstairs while she checked the reflection of the street. Satisfied she wasn’t followed, she pushed through the heavy etched-glass door.
The lift cage was empty. She stretched the concertina door closed and pressed the brass button for Level 3. The creaking lift started upwards but then shuddered to a halt between Floors 1 and 2. Alice listened for footsteps but heard none. She pressed the button again, harder. Abruptly the lift careered downward and, with a bump, delivered her back to the ground floor. Extracting herself from the cage, she bolted up the three flights of stairs.
The lawyers’ door was open. She knocked on the doorframe, and Delphina Kontos waved her in with barely a glance and without getting up from her desk.
Alice crossed the crackling parquetry. It was three weeks since she’d been in this office, and she was struck anew by the number of artworks it contained. If they were all originals …
‘I received the preliminary report from your friend Jorge Manuel,’ the lawyer said, eyes fixed on her Q-screen.
Alice nodded. He’d sent her the report as well. She stood, waiting. No offer of a seat came. She wasn’t late for the appointment, or too early, so what was the problem? She stared at the portrait on the wall behind Kontos, and Nora Heysen, wooden palette in hand, stared back. An object now became bright in Alice’s mind, a wooden object that had caught her eye in the window of the vintage shop downstairs.
She said, ‘Is the lift out of order?’
Kontos said, ‘No. Why?’ Still without looking at her or offering her a seat.
Alice almost walked out.
But the Legal Queens were her best bet. She took the gold bar from her satchel and set it on the desk, alongside the amethyst cathedral. That got the required attention. Kontos sat back and let out a low whistle. She buzzed Jackie Lang, who came through the connecting door, her cool gaze going straight to the ingot.
For some moments, the lawyers looked at her, and then they glanced at each other. Kontos slapped a rhythm on her thighs. ‘We’d best get onto this, partner.’

Alice left through the fire door and clattered down the external metal stairway that fed into the rear car park. She rapped on the back door of the shop. A smell of cat’s piss rose from the doorstep as she peered in through a glass panel.
A young woman with long white hair was coming down some steps from a stage-like area. Reaching the door, the woman stared back at her through the dusty glass. There was the scratching sound of several keys being tried in the old-fashioned lock before the door creaked inward.
‘I saw something in your shop window,’ Alice said.
If the woman wondered why she was entering via the car park rather than the street entrance, she didn’t say so. She looked ethereal in her flowing white dress. The strains of some unusual folk music, Icelandic perhaps, filtered past her. There was no one else in the shop.
The young woman admitted her and climbed back up to her elevated seat, from where she could no doubt see the whole store, and then wrapped herself in a tasselled embroidered shawl, while Alice picked her way towards the front of the shop, through the maze of tables piled on tables, lamps piled on chairs. Everything was made of wood. Romantic revivalist, she decided.
A white Persian cat was snoozing in the warmth of the window. She had to lift its fluffy tail, which twitched against her hand, to reach the object she was after. Her fingerprints showed on the thickly varnished wood. There were two wing nuts that when loosened allowed her to lift off the top rectangle. Underneath was a folded piece of parchment paper, and flattened inside that, sprigs of faded lavender.
Alice carried the flower press up the rough wooden steps, to the woman at her desk. ‘Can you send this for me?’
‘Yes, of course. Gift wrap?’
‘Thank you.’
The woman wrapped the flower press in a sheet of brown paper printed with a pineapple motif and tied the parcel both ways with a strip of orange cloth. Alice watched her pale, delicate fingers taking such care.
‘Victorian era,’ the woman said. Into the bow she threaded a cardboard label that read, Vagna’s Vintage.
Alice cast her eyes back over the towers of wooden furniture. ‘Do you sell much?’
The woman, presumably Vagna, shrugged a shrug that said – not really, but who cares? ‘Some people don’t like the heavy.’ She smiled. ‘Which address?’
Alice told her.
Vagna looked at her. ‘No note …?’
No, no note.
Rain was starting to spit when Alice stepped out onto the rear doorstep. After the enclosed warmth of the shop, the breeze felt cool on her neck. There was the cat’s-piss smell again and, behind her, the turn of the key in the lock. For some minutes she stood under the door awning, staring absently at the empty car park, the concrete turning dark with rain. She shook the thoughts from her head. No amount of wooden objects would dispel the loneliness in that apartment.
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FROM VAGNA’S VINTAGE she took a Slider to the AIMCo office. The door was open, revealing a tidy bare room with five pairs of clean overalls hanging from wall hooks. Ozgur-call-me-Ozzie was standing at the rain-spotted window, which faced a brick wall, and scratching at his scalp through his cap. He turned at her knock and greeted her with enthusiasm.
She paid him for his work with the aerogel and was tucking the inspection certificate into her satchel when he said, ‘And how is my angel sing-ger?’
Alice raised her eyes to meet his. ‘She’s not in pain.’
‘I’m glad for that.’ He pressed his hand flat to his chest.
On a bench behind him was an open cardboard box containing a half-eaten eggplant pide. The rest of the bench was occupied by three neat rows of old-fashioned mobile phones. She went round him to reach the bench. ‘Do these work?’
‘My hobby.’ Ozzie picked up the box, offering her the pide, and put the box down. ‘I fix early models. Limited function, just call or message. But there’s something special.’ He gave a cunning grin. ‘No one can hack or trace you. Very popular.’
He passed her a phone. It had a logo of an apple with a bite taken out of it and weighed heavy in her hand.
‘Here, I’ll show you.’ He opened an app. ‘All communications through this. Encoded.’ He saw her interest and said, ‘Cheap price for you, my friend.’
She paid without hesitation.
He held out a cord. ‘For charging. No solar on this one.’
Alice examined the connector, then the receptacle at the bottom of the phone, and nodded.
‘One thing,’ Ozzie said when she went to leave. ‘I need my angel’s permission, to release our recording.’ He added, ‘We can make much money.’
Alice frowned. ‘You made a recording? The day you did the repairs?’
He looked worried. ‘Just three songs.’
‘With her wings?’
‘She said OK.’
Alice smiled. T all over. ‘Then you have her permission.’

At the Heritage Council, situated in a Federation building in CBD1, Alice was directed by a bleary-eyed teenager at reception to wait outside the boardroom, where Candy Dabro was conducting a meeting. The air conditioning was cold, and Alice’s hair and clothes were damp from rain, but she duly sat on a lacquered rosewood chair in the corridor, the documents ready on her lap.
Fifteen minutes passed. She pulled out Ozzie’s repurposed phone and opened the app. She’d been thinking about Vagna, much the same age as herself, in her vintage shop surrounded by towers of wooden furniture. Alice looked at the number on Vagna’s business card.
On impulse, she rang the shop. ‘Instead of a courier,’ she said to Vagna, ‘could you deliver that gift yourself, person to person?’
The woman took a minute to respond. Alice heard the clicking of a keyboard. ‘I see it’s not far from my apartment,’ she said. ‘So yes, I could. But not till after eight, when I lock the shop.’
He’d be home by then. ‘Perfect,’ Alice said.
She went back to the bleary-eyed girl on reception and asked if she would mind looking up a number: Café Nostalgia. The teenager coughed on her computer as she scrolled.
Alice, seated again on the hard chair under the air-conditioning vent, called the café owner. Had she found a phone? Alice had ‘accidentally’ left hers behind, possibly under the chair …?
The woman – Alice pictured her in her pink apron with the heart-shaped bib – gave a snort. ‘After your hasty exit, via my kitchen,’ she said with dark emphasis, ‘two men came in and demanded that phone.’
‘You didn’t give it to them.’
‘I did not. They were rude.’
Alice explained that she needed the phone and that she would come to retrieve it, but not yet, and asked the woman if she could keep it safe meanwhile.
‘It’s in the antique tea canister,’ the woman replied, ‘should I go missing.’ She let out a cackle. ‘Oh, and I put the phone on silent, because it kept ringing in the tin.’
‘Did you hear the name of the caller?’
‘Something like Dez-zie …?’
In a panic, Alice went back to the sick girl on reception, now slumped over her desk, and asked if she’d look up the number for Desiree Summer, science journalist. The teenager let out a loud yawn that was also a sigh.

Alice, shivering now from cold, paced the long patterned rug in the corridor. ‘Desi. You called? Is everything OK?’
‘Yeah, I just wanted to talk through the timeline. You know how linear processes confound me.’
A timeline. Alice exhaled and relaxed. ‘Right.’ She heard running water, the clatter of a spoon in a bowl – Desi had her on speaker.
‘So, this woman you call T was offered an early release from the Maxi if she participated in some experimental surgery. The wings etcetera.’ Desi’s voice grew louder and fainter as she moved around her apartment. A cupboard slammed. ‘And she agreed. Why the fuck would anyone do that? Can you tell me? Anyway, before that, she was in the Maxi with Daniel, and they … they got friendly …’ Her voice stopped moving around.
Alice said nothing.
‘O-kaay, and Daniel told her to come to you if/when she escaped the lab.’
Alice said, ‘I think that’s how it went.’ What Daniel didn’t know was that T hadn’t escaped but was delivered in a van, sent to spy on her. Which meant the TA was involved with the lab – or more likely, the Estrella-Jiang Consortium.
There was the sound of a kettle being filled. Desi said, ‘Thanks for the flamingo plant, by the way. It almost beat me home.’
Alice froze, the heavy phone pressed to her ear. She said quietly, ‘Take me off speaker.’ She waited. ‘Put the plant outside.’ She pictured the little windy balcony with its drab view. ‘Now slam the balcony door.’ She heard the thud of the heavy glass door. ‘Desi, there’d be a listening device attached to that plant.’
‘Christ, I thought it was a bomb, the way you were talking. Should I go to the cops? Yeah, I’ll go to the cops.’
‘No. Wait. Not until Daniel gets out. Please. Stay tonight with …’ Not Lowell, don’t involve him. ‘Charmaine? No, she has her twins …’
‘Jen and Sal. They’re starting on the kitchen tomorrow. They said with the noise and dirt I could stay at their place.’
‘Perfect. Pack and go and take all the documents. And check you’re not followed.’
‘What about the plant?’
‘Leave it. Let them listen to the wind. Meanwhile you can get started on your article.’
‘Yes. The article.’

From inside the Heritage Council boardroom came the hubbub of raised voices in various languages. The door slammed back, and the occupants burst from the room, their faces flustered and tense. One of them was Bill Quick, who faltered in his step on seeing her but, after a single nod, walked off briskly with the others towards the revolving door.
Candy Dabro was the last to emerge, impatiently trying to disentangle her gold drop earring from the interpreter earpiece. The earpiece flew off and hit the wall. Alice scooped it up and held it out to her, along with the insulation certificate and the contract of sale. Candy snatched the documents out of her hands and scowled.
Alice smiled. It had been worth the wait.
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DR PATEL STOOD beside her in the kitchen, looking out past the sunny patio to where his silver intell-Mercedes was shining in a slant of sunlight that entered under the roof of the carport. The car fitted; Patel was happy.
‘These old houses require a lot of upkeep,’ she said, for something to say.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll manage,’ he said.
She wasn’t worried. She walked through the dining room, letting her fingers trail across the waxed wood of the table, and continued on through the men’s parlour with its black marble fireplace and through the square arch to the women’s morning room, where she stopped in front of the red-hued marble fireplace, glancing about her at the oxblood leather wing chairs and the palms in their burnished pots – Patel had negotiated for all the furnishings to remain, even the palms – and then she sat for a final time at the desk, running her hands across its polished surface.
It was here she’d sat when Patel’s money came through, first paying off the mortgage, then directing a payment to Professor Seon-u, along with instructions to purchase and deliver Vinnie’s social robot. The professor was prompt in following up, and the next day Glenda rang to thank her. A third of the remainder she used to clear her escalating debt to Zareb and his minder. She hoped never to see either of them again.
Patel strolled in through the door from the hallway, his hands in his pockets. He stopped and looked at her. ‘Regrets?’
She didn’t answer.
‘You can come and stay,’ he said. ‘Whenever you like.’ He lifted his arms. ‘Plenty of room.’
She nodded. The house was too big for him; he would find that out.
Patel picked up the last of her bags waiting in the hall and headed back through the house, taking them to the car. She went upstairs. Her bulging satchel sat on the blanket box. For the last time, she looked out through the generous windows at the fig trees, their branches lifting, their leaves glinting in the sunlight, and above her at the high white ceiling, where the lacey shadows shifted, and then, turning a slow circle, she said a silent farewell to the bedroom she and Daniel had shared for eleven years. Goodbye. Goodbye to all that.
The boot slammed in the carport. She gathered her satchel up into one arm and took the stairs slowly, her free hand trailing down the wooden handrail. On the first landing, she stopped to run her hand over the turned wood of the newel. Such a beautiful thing. On this spot T had stood in the borrowed high heels. Vale T.
To think those men had crept up these stairs in the early hours and Zareb’s minder had dragged their bodies back down, feet bumping on every tread. That impassive look on his face, business as usual.
‘All set?’ Patel called from the bottom of the stairs. His hand rested on the bulbous cap of the lower newel, his foot on the bottom tread.
She nodded and started down the final flight of steps.
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A
GREAT DUST STORM was swirling through the city streets, bearing red dust from far out west. An elderly man lurched past her in a black allergy mask, clutching his jacket closed at the lapels, his body leaning into the wind. Alice could feel the effort required for his every step. She squinted upwards, through the red haze, at the Maximum Security Vertical Farm towering above the steel-and-concrete perimeter wall, at the figures moving behind the reinforced glass way up there.
She was waiting for Prisoner 317.
His release, in the end, had been granted suddenly. Professor Seon-u had intensified the pressure on the superintendent. Alice figured the professor was sick of the whole thing, and of her. She tasted dust and coughed, then spat pink saliva into a tissue. The respiratory clinics would be full today.
A woman rode by, her cape lifting back from her shoulders and suspended horizontally on the wind. Then the solid steel gate clanged open, and Daniel walked out. At the sight of him in his street clothes, Alice pressed her hand to her mouth, but before the gate clanged shut behind him, she found herself in his arms. Home.
They went to kiss, but their teeth clicked, and there was an awkward moment of disconnect. Still, they held on to each other with both arms, even as they made their way towards the S-stop, and Alice had the sense that she was clinging to something valuable that she’d lost and now retrieved but that could be ripped away from her once more.
‘Where to?’ she said with a burst of gaiety, knowing there was choice.
He answered seriously, ‘Last night I dreamt about the sea.’
The beach, in this awful dust storm …? ‘The sea it is!’ she said, too loudly. She could feel his thinness, even through his jacket, and pulled him in closer.
‘And then …’ His eyes narrowed against the dusty wind. ‘I might tackle an ale.’
She laughed, but he didn’t. Her mouth closed on dust.
They waited at the S-stop, but when the Slider came, Daniel didn’t budge. His body went rigid. She had to pull him out of the way of passengers anxious to board. ‘Let’s take an autopod,’ she said, keeping her voice light. ‘Direct to the beach!’ She rustled the paper bag in her satchel. ‘I’ve got cinnamon buns.’
The autopod, when it arrived, was coated with red dust. They climbed inside, and she felt Daniel’s body relax beside her. They held hands, but loosely, and he had a distracted air, looking away from her, out the dust-filmed window. The reddish haze made the light strange, and his skin acquired an unnatural hue.
Unable to hold back any longer, she squeezed his hand and said, ‘This morning I had the hCG test.’ Thirteen days since the transfer.
He turned now to look at her. ‘Lowell,’ he said.
Her excitement left her.
‘Were there other times?’
She hesitated. ‘One other.’
‘You couldn’t wait for me?’
She recalled that desolate feeling the night she returned from her grandmother’s funeral. Her dread of entering her own house. Lowell’s kindness.
He said, ‘You knew I was getting out.’
Perhaps, it occurred to her, that was part of it. The last opportunity. She said, ‘It was your idea, originally. Remember?’
He looked away. ‘I didn’t expect you to take me up on it.’
Alice stared ahead. The windscreen had become opaque with dust. A puff of spray shot onto the glass, and the horizontal wiper scraped it clear. Red liquid dribbled down the edges, like trickles of diluted blood. She listened to the leaves and twigs and gravel striking the sides of the pod. She could challenge him: What about you? What happened for you in the Maxi?
Daniel, his hand still holding hers, moved the back of her garnet ring with his thumb while he stared out the window. Then, as if returning to the present moment, he looked down at the ring and smiled. He lifted her hand to his lips and then pressed her palm flat against his freshly shaven cheek, and she said, ‘Oh.’
‘The test,’ he said. ‘When do we hear?’
And with the word we, she felt that they would be all right. She wouldn’t mention the message she’d got this morning from Ngoc, or ask Daniel about T.
Not today. Today was for the beach and ales.
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CHAU’S 333. SIMPLY stepping over the hob, through the heavy Dynasty doorway, painted a red that matched the textured tiles, that matched the guttering, caused her pulse to quicken. At a glance, she determined that the dreaded sister-in-law was not there, and that at this time, in the lull between lunch and dinner, there were only three men eating separately, heads bent low over their pho, and one weary woman straightening tables and wiping them down.
Alice took her usual seat. A robo-cleaner roved the floor with a whining sound. The bamboo blinds were rolled up just a little, allowing minimal light to enter. She had a sense of being cut off from the world.
The kitchen swing doors opened part way, and Ngoc stuck his head out to survey the room, before pushing on through the doors and taking his usual seat at right angles to her. She could get up and leave. Not hear what he had to tell her. But she stayed put, her fingers curled tightly around the base of her chair.
She said, ‘How’s your wife? She coping OK?’
He gave her a puzzled look. ‘Yeah, she’s fine. Why?’
‘Oh, I thought she had …’ She stopped. That sister-in-law.
His chair scraped in closer. ‘Look. I heard Daniel’s getting out.’
‘He is out.’ All last night they’d held each other in bed, and she’d stayed awake until she heard the cry of the three o’clock bird, taking pleasure in the feel of his skin against hers and his breathing, slow and regular.
Ngoc said, ‘So. Did he tell you?’
She looked at him.
‘Ah. He didn’t.’ Ngoc leaned in. ‘It was deliberate. The accident. Daniel’s idea.’ He made a strangled sound and clutched his forehead. ‘I wish he never went ahead with it.’
She didn’t know what to say to that.
Outside, she shielded her eyes with her hand. After the murky light of the café, the sun seemed so much brighter than before.
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five months later
AFTER SUPPER SHE went out onto the deck and settled herself on the wooden bench, reaching the heels of her bare feet onto the stool. Houses here were lower to the ground and opened out to verandahs and gardens. Above the house opposite, tall trees were silhouetted against the darkening horizon, and above the trees, wisps of cloud drifted like smoke.
She listened to the quiet. It was something to get used to, the lack of human noise. Close by, a mosquito whined, and she batted it away and sat there with her thoughts, breathing the cool air in the gathering dusk. Desi and the girls were coming down next month, a housewarming of sorts, and later perhaps Lowell and Varda, but she was in no rush for guests, enjoying the clarity and freedom that came with having time to herself.
A restless energy began to move through the gums and wattles, bending their branches and rustling the leaves. Birds darted across the yard. She reached down and touched her puppy’s warm belly, stroked the soft fur there. Inside the house, a chair scraped on the wooden floor. She turned her head to listen, but there was no other movement.
Night fell, velvety dark, and all around went still. Frogs began to croak. Her ear was becoming attuned to the night calls, sounds she’d never heard before. She stood up and looked for the moon, in vain, and then, with one hand on the rail, walked awkwardly down the set of three steps, the click of the Labrador’s claws behind her. The grass, wet with dew, was cool underfoot. Dropping her head back, she turned full circle, and there it was – just above the roofline, a misty cradle-moon.
In the darkness she made her way down the side of the house, her thighs brushing against bushes, releasing a minty scent, and into the depths of the yard. The nights were so dark here; in the city, night was never black like this.
A light came on, and she looked back at the house. The blinds were not yet drawn, and in the brightly lit bedroom, Daniel was unpacking a bag on the bed. She watched him reach in and lift out the hemp jacket, his old favourite, and hold it out from himself, staring too long as if it were an object he could not comprehend. To Alice, he looked like a figure in a painting, framed by the window. He turned then, breaking that impression, and looked towards her. Perhaps he sensed she was there in the yard, yet it would be too dark for him to see out; all he’d see was his own reflection. Or perhaps it was his reflection he was interested in, since he raised his hand to touch the curls that had grown long again. He left the room, and the light went off.
After his stint in prison, Daniel had gone strange, given to staring at her or at some object. She’d tried to talk to him about T, but he had stared her into silence. He rarely mentioned the Maxi, though some nights in the dark of bed he opened up. He wanted to get back to the city, he said, his voice muffled in the thickness of the bedding. He needed to work. They couldn’t live forever on her part-time telework.
But for now he was living here with her, at least until the appeal. He worked doggedly on the house. Today he’d finished the roof. Alice had faith they would work things out. She’d never told him what Ngoc had said. She didn’t believe it was true; there was something melodramatic in the way Ngoc had spoken. Or perhaps she’d chosen not to believe him.
A beating of large wings passed over her shoulder, and an owl took perch on the side fence, the white barring on its chest shining through the darkness. Alice scooped up her puppy, under one arm. The powerful owl stayed put, accepting their proximity. Alice felt it like a blessing.
She spoke aloud to the night garden:
‘Thank you, T.’
And then, ‘Thank you, Gran.’
In an overflow of gratitude, she went on to thank others … Dr Patel … Professor Seon-u … continuing the whispered enumeration in the darkness … Lowell … Fiza … Desi … the puppy’s heart beating against her ribs.
There was a slow woo-hoo in a distant tree, and with a barely audible swoosh, the owl took off to join its mate.
Alice let her head fall back. Stars shone out from the black sky, in the long, lovely spill of the Milky Way. Somewhere far up there, Wu and Magee and the rest of the third fleet were on their way to Mars, to an uncertain future. She placed a hand under the swell of her belly. She would love this baby and pass on all the love her mother had given her, all that stored love waiting its time. Her and Daniel’s genes were going out into the world, into the future, whatever that future might hold.
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