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			‘What we want now … are writers and artists who work from the heart of those commonplace suburban streets, who recognise the weirdness of the ordinary, who record it before the version of it we have now is swept away.’

			Barbara Hanrahan, ‘Weird Adelaide’
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			Early Summer

			

			
	

There are two things that always come first.

			It was jacaranda season. I recall the tree as a shock of purple against the sky, its Narcissus lean towards the pool, see it shiver in the breeze and shake loose its flowers onto the quivering surface of the water. Then I see the Hills Hoist, crammed with washing, shirts pegged from the bottom and the arms reaching towards the ground. I remember when the wind blew, it moved first through the branches of the tree, and then made its way to the line, setting the clothes dancing.

			It was also the year of La Niña. That morning the sky over our house had been a cheerful, birthday-cake blue, but by the time the girls had organised themselves – changing into their bathers, stretching goggles over their ponytails – it was drowned in grey.

			But the girls were still determined to swim. It was why they had come, after all. Mum needed to make a Woolies run to fetch a chicken for tea for the girls, which was why it was left up to me to supervise them. So yes, I was technically in charge when it happened.

			You’ll ask me why I didn’t stop it.

			

			Jessie

			Jessie is obsessed with making whirlpools. As soon as the three of them are in the pool, she proposes the idea. Actually, she has proposed the idea several times already today.

			When we get to swim, we should make a whirlpool.

			Hey, we’ll make a whirlpool today, when we get to swim, right?

			Hey, I have an idea. We should definitely make a whirlpool today.

			But now that they are in the water, Jessie reckons the immediacy of the situation – being in the water, held by the water, disturbing the water’s surface and watching it reform and reform and reform itself effortlessly around them – will make Billie and Chiara finally agree to the plan.

			Jessie is obsessed with making whirlpools.

 			

			Our pool, I’ll be honest, was pretty tacky. I was the only one I knew whose pool was not set into the ground, but rather on top of it, a blue ovular eyesore stuck next to the grass patch that Dad could never make green, and where bees crouched every summer, waiting for the bare skin of fresh chlorine feet to descend. The pool had decking that ran up and along the back of it, flush up against the neighbour’s fence, so that you didn’t have to climb up the side to get in. We had a green iron gate that cordoned off the area. The roots of the jacaranda had been working themselves underneath it for years, pushing up the pavers, like it wanted to be in there with the water.

			

			Chiara

			Chiara likes to win things.

			Except for the thing that she is currently winning in the group, which is the contest for who goes through puberty first. A contest she didn’t even know they were having until she grew boobs and Billie said, Well, I guess you win this.

			Chiara likes to win things.

			Except for this thing, because all Chiara can think about today is her bikini top.

			She is hyperaware of the band wrapping around her ribs and every time it inches up. She feels it cut into the soft new flesh of her boobs when she raises her arms and she spends a lot of time pulling it back down, which is difficult, because Chiara can’t touch the bottom of the pool, so must pull it down while she is also treading water, and the treading water makes it ride up again.

			Chiara swims to the red pool noodle and snakes it into a U between her legs so she can just sit for a bit and adjust her top without huffing and puffing.

 			

			I remember that, despite the pervasive chill, the air still pulsed with the heartbeat of early summer. A drone of bees in the geraniums, the distant laugh of the kookaburras in the great old gum trees down by the creek. Our next-door neighbour was a piano teacher and you could hear some poor condemned youngster limping through ‘All the Pretty Little Horses’, likely listening to the splashes coming from our pool and wishing they could trade places.

			

			Billie

			Billie is the leader. That’s just the way it’s always been.

			Billie has a pool.

			Billie gets fruit roll-ups in her school lunches.

			Billie can beat all the boys at the swimming carnival.

			She is the leader.

			Except now, something is different. Billie is watching Chiara on the pool noodle, adjusting her boobs. Billie has just learnt the word ‘wield’ at school, but she thinks it is an accurate word for how Chiara carries her boobs. Chiara thinks that she is so grown-up now. But Chiara’s goggles are too small for her, thinks Billie. They squeeze her head and make her look like an alien. And Chiara is only sitting on the noodle because she can’t touch the bottom. Billie is the only one tall enough to touch the bottom, and she can open her eyes under water, without goggles. Yet more reasons why she is the leader.

 			

			I had set myself up just outside the pool area, on a plastic lawn chair under the pergola, reading a book. It’s funny, I can’t remember the specific book, but I know that it was from the library because I can still hear the crackle of the plastic-covered jacket as I opened it. Every so often I felt eyes on me and would glance at the girls to see Chiara through the bars, arms flung over the side of the pool, staring at me through her bug-eyed goggles. Whenever she came around now, she would hover in my doorway while Billie was in the bathroom and ask me what I was doing. I could sense she wanted to ask me about girl stuff, but she never quite worked up the courage. She was only nine years old.

			

			Jessie

			Chiara doesn’t talk about her boobs and Jessie feels a little dirty every time she looks at them. Jessie doesn’t know much about boobs. Just, boobs: bras: (Ooh aah). Jessie thinks that owning boobs must be like belonging to a secret club. Only other boob owners are allowed to discuss them.

			Chiara

			Chiara is thinking about the last time she was in Billie’s pool. They had a contest to see who could sit on the bottom the longest and Chiara hadn’t realised she was bleeding until she expelled her breath, exhaling her body down, and her face passed through a wispy veil of red.

			Billie’s mum gave her a pad so thick it felt like a nappy, rustling between her legs when she walked.

			Chiara wonders whether the pool has been emptied and refilled since then or if, even now, they are floating through invisible eddies of her blood. Blood that smells wrong. Dirty blood.

			

			Jessie

			There is a drowned bee floating belly up among soggy, crepe-paper flowers. Jessie wants to watch the wreckage swirl into a whirlpool, colour it purple, and get sucked clean away.

			Billie

			Chiara is hogging the pool noodle. Billie wants to make her give it back. It’s Billie’s noodle anyway.

			‘Chiara, you’re hogging the noodle,’ Billie says. Chiara does what she’s told and slides the noodle out from between her legs.

			‘Besides,’ Billie says, the thing occurring to her just now, ‘you could get blood on it.’

			She drapes her arms over the noodle, waits, and then announces into the silence that she is bored.

			Jessie

			Jessie un-suctions her goggles, which have left angry red ovals gouged into the skin around her eyes. Her head bobs side to side as she treads water.

			‘Let’s … make … a whirlpool.’

 			

			The thing is, if I had actually been in the pool area like I was supposed to be, I know it wouldn’t have changed anything. I know it would have seized me the same, would have still just been me and Billie, locked in that stare as the wind blew indifferent across the yard.

			

			

			Billie

			Billie hates whirlpools. Every lap of a whirlpool makes the pool get smaller and smaller, until Billie feels she will do nothing but turn in circles for the rest of her life, going nowhere. So, Billie says she has a different idea. A better idea.

			She says, ‘Let’s hold each other’s heads underwater and see how long before we can’t breathe.’

 			

			When Billie was four, she came home from kindy one day having learnt a new version of the kookaburra song. We weren’t sure who had taught her. She sung the lyrics proudly as she took uneaten fruit out of her lunch box. Kookaburra sits on the electric wire, jumping up and down with his pants on fire. Burn, kookaburra, burn, kookaburra, burn the whole day through.

			Before long, Billie began to use the refrain as a kind of curse. Whenever she was told ‘no’, she would point at you with whatever implement was close at hand – a fork, a hairbrush, a stick of string cheese – and sing, burn, kookaburra, burn.

			

			Jessie

			Jessie resigns herself to making a whirlpool on her own. Her feet only just graze the floor where the blue oval wall curves down to meet it. She starts the slow crawl against the pull of the water, using her arms to propel herself along the wall.

			Chiara

			From underwater, Chiara watches Jessie’s body move as if in slow motion, the shifting, liquid blue morphing Jessie’s legs with every step, like someone has coloured her outside the lines. Billie’s hands weigh firmly on top of Chiara’s head to keep her from floating up.

			She hopes someone is counting.

			Chiara likes to win things.

			Jessie

			As Jessie makes her rounds, the drowned bee follows her, drifting close and away, close and away as she keeps pushing and pulling, through, along. She notices her skin outside the water has gone splotchy, purple and grey to mark the fact that it’s getting very chilly outside. Too cold to swim.

			Time is heavy. She has made such little progress.

			Chiara

			The thing about being underwater is that Chiara’s body no longer takes up space. She doesn’t get the sense that the water is making room for her but has simply absorbed her. It’s nice. She stays under as long as her breath will let her, only coming back up when she can start to feel her chest ache.

			Billie

			Billie feels Chiara start to rise and shifts her hands to Chiara’s shoulders, hopping a little in order to force Chiara back to the bottom. She is thinking of Chiara on the noodle seahorse, wielding. Each time Chiara manages a slit of breath, Billie shoves her back down.

			Billie is the leader. That’s just the way it’s always been.

			

 			

			The girls loved contests. Contests to see who could do the best jump into the pool, contests to see who could do the longest handstand, who could make the biggest splash. Gazing over at the pool, I could see the sprays of white appear and disappear, I could see Billie’s head, looking determined, and I could see just the top of Jessie, making her way along the wall.

			The only reason I decided to get up and go over to the gate was because I heard the garage door start to rumble and knew Mum wouldn’t like that I wasn’t inside the pool area with the girls. I unlatched the gate and made it halfway up the ramp before I realised what was happening. Billie was trying to drown Chiara.

			As Chiara thrashed under Billie’s hands, Billie turned to look at me.

			Muesli bar, Bratz doll, purple ruler curses.

			Burn, kookaburra, burn.

			I didn’t say a word.

			

			Chiara

			Chiara doesn’t know much about drowning, just drowning: riptides: dead.

			Until now, she hadn’t realised drowning was not a single event of death, like a gunshot, but more like running laps of the school oval in PE. Just a long, drawn-out process of giving up.

 			

			In the end, it was Mum’s distant yell from inside the house that stopped it. ‘Girls, I’m home!’

			

			Billie seemed to consider for a moment, and then we heard the sliding door start to pull open and she released Chiara and took a dramatic swim backwards. Chiara came rocketing up, coughing and crying, gasping for air.

			I tried to move to help her, sent a vague signal to my legs to go forwards, at least. But I suppose the conviction wasn’t there. Billie and I locked eyes again as she perched her feet on the ladder, crouching, calm, and that’s how we stayed.

			

			Chiara

			Chiara’s tippy toes brush the bottom of the pool. She tilts her head right back as her big toe works to steady her and she takes gulps of the grey sky. Her face burns, tears and chlorine warring inside her skull, but the skin at her chest is shockingly cold and she knows that her top has come undone. She flaps her arms weakly in search of the pool noodle that is nowhere in reach and the surface laps over her face, conspiring to bring her back down.

			Billie

			See, thinks Billie. Not so grown-up. Grown-ups don’t cry.

			Jessie

			Chiara’s goggles have come off and are whirlpooling on the surface. The eyepieces collect water, creating a miniature pool for the dead bee to float in. Jessie smiles and spins the goggles round and round.

			

			Billie

			Billie’s mum comes to the gate and says, ‘My goodness, you girls are still in the pool?’

			And then she says, ‘Oh, Chiara, hon, your top.’ And sure enough, Billie looks and Chiara’s bikini has come undone at the back and floats on the surface. Billie can just see Chiara’s bare boobs, two white mounds blurred in blue.

			The pool gets smaller and smaller. Billie doesn’t know why she feels like crying.

			Jessie

			Billie’s mum says, ‘Okay! Everyone out of the pool!’

			Jessie panics.

			‘Just a little bit longer?’ she asks. ‘I want to make a whirlpool.’

 			

			It started to rain then. Summer rain, the drops fat and splattering. Next door I heard the piano keys falter. The jacaranda sighed and leant. I had an absurd moment where all I could think about was the washing getting wet.

			Inside, the green canvas grocery bags formed a haphazard huddle on the bench where Mum had deposited them, still packed, to come and check on the girls.

		
	
		

		
			Sandpiper

			

			
	

Once the owners leave, the first thing I do in each house is wander the rooms and let Sandpiper claim the spaces she wants for herself. She likes the dark spots, the cold shadows. If there is a basement or an attic, Sandpiper gets it. She also likes closets that lock.

			There’s no shortage of shadows in any house, no matter how open plan the living room, or how full and hot the summer sun. I gravitate towards light motes like a bluetongue, but Sandpiper is never more than a few metres away, watching slit-eyed from the corners. The only place that I get to myself is the bed, but even then, Sandpiper likes to visit my dreams once I fall asleep, her wingbeats distant earthquakes that rumble the bed frame.

			This house isn’t as opulent as some of the others in Walkerville, but all of the houses here are nice. This is different from wealthy hubs like Springfield, which have expensive price tags but are sinking into the earth with age. Septic tanks burst and possums eat through the roofs. In Walkerville, the old houses are mixed in with newer ones, sun-soaked properties made for families and retirees with too much money. Not a graveyard-shift hospital janitor and a savage sometimes-bird. Dad says, if you’re born on seaweed beaches, you carry seaweed with you wherever you go, and I’m yet to prove him wrong.

			The Hilliers’ master bedroom is ideal for afternoon sleep after a shift, but not a great Sandpiper deterrent. It’s on the wrong side of the house to get the late sunlight and languishes in gloom. I lay half buried under the white down-filled quilt and hear her wingbeats coming like distant sirens, swear I can feel wind by my head as the earthquakes hit. I ride out the buffeting with my gaze fixed on a single lace eyelet of the quilt cover. Next door, children squeal over the hiss-tick of a lawn sprinkler as the wingbeats recede.

			I’m not going to get used to this bed before my time here is up. The memory foam is a new experience. It helps track my sleep, so that, if I wake to find the mattress hasn’t caved me in yet, I can assume I’ve been restless, limbs never stilling enough for my body to leave a mould. The quicksand afternoons, when my cheek is so sunken into the mattress I can’t peel the eye open – those are the days I forget where I am. The mattress at the last house was so hard it used to echo the drum of my heartbeat back to me. This one absorbs it completely, like an un-memory of my aliveness.

 			

			I wake half sunken, vaguely aware that something has hit the iron fence with a clang, but it takes a while to sit up, to un-suction my body from its indent. Sandpiper sits all sharp angles in the armchair in the corner, filing her nails into beaks, taking up space. I scrub hands down my face and pull at the elastic sleep stuck in my cheeks, urging my body to alertness.

			‘Somebody’s in the yard.’ My voice cracks.

			‘Let him come,’ Sandpiper says with a kick in the corner of her lips.

			I startle at the sound of an ice-cream truck melody blaring through the house. The doorbell. Sandpiper starts laughing.

			I untwist my clothes and hurry shakily down the stairs, grateful for the thick carpet that muffles my clumsy, sleep-licked footsteps. I press my face to the peephole. Two fish-eyed children fidget on the stoop.

			I take an embarrassingly long time with the locks.

			‘Yes?’ I say, once I’ve heaved open the door.

			‘Who are you?’ the shorter boy says. They both are bare-chested in board shorts, the light-grey concrete on the verandah darkening with the water that drips from their hems. ‘You don’t live here.’

			‘I’m a friend of the Hilliers,’ I say. Because you never tell the neighbours that you’re house-sitting alone. It’s my number one rule. Sandpiper doesn’t get it. She sharpens a knife in the kitchen. Let him come.

			‘Can we get our ball?’ the older boy says. ‘It went over the fence.’

			‘Wait here,’ I say. ‘I’ll just bring it to you.’ And I shut the door on them and take a deep breath. Sandpiper laughs as I come through the kitchen.

			‘They’re children,’ she says.

			The ball is one of those rubber kickballs, TV characters long faded from being left in the sun. It sits innocuous in the shadow of the mandarin tree and its foetal green fruit. But Sandpiper loves shadows, so it’s Sandpiper’s ball now. I could ask, but she won’t give it back. I go back to the boys. Dripping and shifting on the verandah.

			‘I can’t find it. I’m sorry.’

			‘It went over. By the mandarin tree,’ says the older boy. ‘Can’t we just go look?’

			We stare at each other for a while and I wait for his resolve to weaken, but he stands defiant. His brother shifts behind his arm.

			‘If the wet’s the problem, we can go get a towel and come back.’

			‘No. Sorry.’

			I shut the door before my own resolve can crumble. I pray they don’t come back with their father. The ball starts a steady slapping against the wall in the garage. Sandpiper yells, ‘D.’

			Smack.

			Sandpiper yells ‘O.’

			Smack.

			Sandpiper yells ‘N.’

			Smack.

			The ball stops and Sandpiper’s voice echoes, a warning squark. ‘You better hope I don’t make it to Y. You won’t like what I do to donkeys.’

			

			When I get back to the house from my shift, it’s not quite dawn yet. My dad is here, somewhere in the house. His deep voice reverberates through the walls. His pleas ride the shockwave of Sandpiper’s wings and they rattle the fridge as she drives by, dragging Dad behind her, shirt collar clasped in one taloned hand, the brothers’ kickball balanced on the other. I ignore them. I pull out fast-wilting spring onions, a chicken breast, dig around in the Hilliers’ condiment shelf to find a half-used bottle of hoisin sauce with an acceptably old expiry date. These are the types of things homeowners never miss, because they don’t remember they ever had them in the first place. It’s the kind of life Sandpiper thinks her antics will get us: one so filled with things that belong to me they don’t even matter anymore.

			Sometimes I like to sit out in the yards or on the balconies, lean out the windows of all the different houses and imagine myself pressing grooves into them. Not grooves like in the memory foam mattress, which forget your shape as soon as you leave them, but real, permanent ones. For a moment I see the painting that I put on the wall, and a subscription paper lying in its thin plastic on the driveway, waiting for me. For a moment I can imagine inviting my father in and saying, ‘So this is my new place.’ I would say, ‘I’m not on seaweed beaches anymore, Dad.’

			But then the gig ends, and I can’t get another lined up fast enough, and so I have to go home. To seaweed beaches. And Sandpiper is more a bird there than she ever is otherwise and spends her days swooping around the house with her earthquake wings. The days are all rumblings and tidal waves, dumping dunes and dunes of brown seaweed.

			I go to the pantry and open the door wide and Sandpiper turns around and puts a finger to her lips and gently shuts it again, locking herself into the gloom. The pleas turn to groans of pain as the pantry starts tremoring, glass jars clinking against each other and Sandpiper yells ‘D.’

			Smack.

			

			‘O.’

			Smack.

			I abandon the dinner things and go outside to lean against the deck railing in the dawn chill and will my elbows down into the wood.

			‘N.’

			Smack.

			A bird chitters somewhere in the garden. Willie wagtail. It’s almost instinct, to name them. Passerine.

			Dad fancies himself a birdwatcher, is always walking along as though naming birds like that makes him smart and interesting, but really, he just knows all the birds that everyone knows. Fairy-wren. Piping shrike. Noisy Miner. Sandpiper.

			‘K.’

			Smack.

 			

			We stride across the beach, bare feet scrunching into piles of seaweed, twilight wind turning Dad’s loose shirt into a parachute.

			A racket in the bushes.

			‘Sandpiper, most likely.’

			We walk.

			‘Seagull,’ I say seriously, and point. ‘A rare breed of bird.’

			The beach is emptying quickly, the last of the warmth disappearing with the sun lying down on the water. The wind sets about making a nest of my hair and the seagull hops and flings an abandoned chip. Dad doesn’t say a word. So. Not a day for joking, then.

			‘I’m going to turn back,’ I yell into the wind.

			

			‘Tell your mother I’ll be at the pub.’

			I won’t need to.

 			

			Smack.

			‘N.’

			Smack.

			She’ll make it to Y. She’s got a point to prove today.

 			

			After Sandpiper has finished in the pantry and the house has settled into that new-house silence – not shifting and groaning on old-house bones, but whirring faintly with appliance noise – I mull over getting back to dinner or just leaving it and going to sleep. It’s mid-morning on a Monday so there are no whipper snippers droning in the street and the neighbours’ boys are likely at school, the house on the other side of the fence quiet for the first time in two days. I could get a good sleep. Sandpiper doesn’t usually feel the need to earthquake my dreams after she’s had a good kill, her appetite for savagery satiated, if only briefly. She knows, as I do, that we’ll be back at Largs Bay by week’s end. Sandpiper has no power in that house. So many shadows, but none of them hers.

			In the end, my stomach wins out. I peel myself off the couch, where I have been refreshing and refreshing the Adelaide house-sitters’ site. I hesitate before the door of the pantry.

			Sandpiper’s appetites leave behind ghosts.

			Today her violence has left nicks in the hardwood floor, a bit of sand scattered about, and always the sewage smell of the ocean at home. The nicks and the mess and the smell will go when I go. The ghosts are only for me.

 			

			Dad digs, out by the leaning fence post in the briny air of Largs Bay, and hollers at Mum for a beer.

			‘Mum’s sleeping,’ I say, as I heave my back against the sagging corrugated iron, careful not to put too much snarl in my words. It’s a knife-edge mood day for Dad. You have to feel it out, sentence by sentence, until the knife falls definitively one side or the other. ‘You know she only just got back from the hospital.’ The iron creaks but doesn’t budge.

			‘Damn fuckin’ fence. One day we’ll be up the coast there, in Brighton, with them no-seaweed beaches and them rich oceans.’

			He says ‘one day’ as if he does more with his time while I’m at school and Mum’s working than just sit and drink and complain about the government. The sandpiper in the scrub further down the fence eyes Dad suspiciously, readying herself to swoop if he steps a boot too close to the nest she’s got camouflaged low beneath the sea brush.

			‘Pretty sure it’s all the same ocean, Dad.’

			‘You smell this shit, then go stick your face in them Brighton waters, come back and tell me it’s the same bloody ocean!’

			The pickaxe makes a dull thud in the sandy peat as Dad slams it down. The sandpiper bristles and inches closer to her nest. She’s been there for weeks now, building and laying her home, and Dad, for all his birdwatching nonsense, hasn’t realised. I hold onto this little secret I share with the sandpiper, relishing in the deep privacy of it all. I creak the fence and the wind creaks it back. The smell of sausages cooking on the Weber next door competes with the whiff of seaweed dunes. The pickaxe thuds again and then I feel the iron shove at my spine. I stumble forwards. My foot catches in the trench Dad has cleaved and I go down just as the whole corrugated fence panel tips forwards in a rending groan, stopping just before it can flatten me. My heartbeat reverberates fast and violent through the earth.

			There’s a moment of silence and it’s that knife-edge choice again. We could either laugh at our luck, or Dad could go to that bitter blight of anger he nurses high in his chest. His laboured breaths come sharp.

			My ankle has twisted and I can’t pull it out from between the earth and the fence. I’m stuck prone on the ground, holding the black, slitted gaze of the sandpiper in the shadows.

			‘Get up,’ Dad says.

			‘I can’t. My ankle’s stuck.’

			‘Get up.’

			So I wrench my ankle savagely out from under the fence and cast the pain off as something to worry about later. Slowly, Dad hefts the pickaxe. And then he yells and swings it down on the iron fence, the impact sounding out through the neighbourhood. And he does this over and over. 

			Had I still been on the ground, I might have seen the resolve build in Sandpiper’s eyes, or perhaps the instinct-like fear that spurred her into action, or else watched her nod calmly as though she knew it would come to this. 

			I see her explode out from the brush in a flurry of wings and swoop at my father’s back, ducking and diving and each time her feet coming a hair’s breadth from his skin as he in turn swings the pickaxe down on the fence and yells. I feel the vibrations of the impact through the balls of my bare feet like small earthquakes. Amid the cacophony, Sandpiper’s wings are fast and messy, but silent.

			Her little chest makes barely any sound as Dad’s axe connects and rends it in two. The axe thuds again into the earth, Sandpiper’s small body framing it on either side, wings outstretched and bloodied.

			Dad sniffs. ‘Damn fuckin’ bird.’

 			

			In my dream, Sandpiper leads me to the door in the floor that lifts open to the Hilliers’ wine cellar and piled at the bottom of the stairs are three limp bodies, all with my father’s face. They lay ungracefully, limbs askew, their eyes the dark, keen slits of a sandpiper.

			‘Look. I’m making a hill,’ Sandpiper says. ‘It’ll be a gift for Dad. What do you think?’

			I wake up and feel my heartbeat disappear into the memory foam. Outside, Sandpiper stands by the mandarin tree in the afternoon sun, the light catching the orange and gold feathers in her hair. She gives the ball in her hand, lightly streaked with blood, one last look before popping it quietly back over the fence.

		
	
		

		
			Project Mercury

			

			
		

0400 hours

			Something in the air this morning. Everyone trying to act casual, but all hopped up on some palpable energy. Feels like the whole body’s whirring. They’ve done this before and key is, gotta keep the mood light, even if everyone knows they’re all silently shitting themselves. Stands up, sticks his hand out and says, Project Mercury on three? Everyone grins, but no-one goes for it. Glen says, gear up, gents. And Lauren.

			0440 hours

			Cool morning but really working up a sweat. Bulky vest making him sit rigid in the passenger seat, but everyone pretending like it’s just another day another dollar. Examine stubby fingernails. Hey, Cameron. D’you hear the inventor of fairy bread died today? Nah mate, give’s the punchline then. There were hundreds and thousands at his funeral. Chuckles. Voices on the radio. Glen says, eyes up, lads, nearly there. Turn onto Mawson Lakes Boulevard and snake their way past Technology Park, little lakes dotted here and there. Pretty much night-time dark at this hour o’ morning but can still tell Mawson Lakes’s got a certain charm to it. Can imagine it peak summer, taking the kids out to the playground, feeding bread to the ducks after a babycino at the shopping centre. Would be nice. Takes ’em a while to reach the address ’cause so many streets are just dead ends, no cul-de-sacs, just ends. Spies a real sleek VW ute sitting on a driveway and files it away in his mental list of cars the missus would never let him get. Man can dream, though.

			0450 hours

			Shut car doors real quiet. Six-way gentle thuds but street’s that bloody quiet reckons you could hear them from Mars. Sky still dark. Glen says, making history today gents. And Lauren. Gettin’ real tired of that joke, Glen. Keep your voice down. Belly don’t feel too good but smile through it. Examine vest, little tugs, gun’s on belt, taser, baton, gang’s all here. Quick promise to the wife, be home for lunch, love. Dark grey brick houses with little second-storey balconies look on. Always wanted one of them buzzers on the gate that lets a quiet zzttt through the house when guests arrive to be let in. Man can dream.

			0452 hours

			Advance on the house, nice neat house, white rose bushes neatly pruned framing the front path to the door. Lauren’s boots make no sound at all, but his feet suddenly feel real heavy. Can’t seem to make his footsteps light. A woman comes walking up the footpath. What the fuck’s a woman doing out at five in the morning? Can bet your arse he’d be in bed if he didn’t have to be here arresting future murderers. Six hands swat furiously. Shoo woman. Woman’s eyes go real wide and then she turns and runs back the way she came. Gonna have a hell of a story to tell the office today. Streetlight made to look like old-timey gas lamp goes out right as their boots whisper under its soft orange glow. Lauren whisper-sings doodoodoodoo. Does nothing good for the knots in his stomach.

			0455 hours

			It’s Glen, Cameron and Mohammed at the front, Lauren and him round back. Clasps his hands to boost her over the gate then clambers over after her. Tight corridor, squeeze past the wheelie bins, gets a whiff of old food. Lauren clicks on a torch but keeps the beam low. Light sparks on something in the flowerbed, both of them stop dead, hands flit to guns on belts. Figure out at the same time it’s the flashing eyes of a cat dark as shadows and give each other shaky smiles. Would bet her heart’s punching about as hard as his right now. Shadow cat comes to slink around their feet. Shoo shadow cat. Gentle boot. Quiet step from grass to patio, around the outdoor dining set, can’t help admiring the TV set-up, reach the back door. Torch off. Quick glance at the watch and they settle themselves into position. Breathe in.

			0459 hours

			Crouched like crabs by the door, listening to the gargle of magpies rousing. Clothes horse full of undergarments under the pergola. Stares at a pair of large briefs hanging all sad and deflated and emblazoned with BondsBondsBonds on the waistband. He’s wearing the same ones under layer layer layer of protective equipment and uniform. Thinks of sharing this with Lauren, of saying hey Lauren me and this murderer wear the same undies how funny. Sometimes thinks saying stuff out loud gives it less power. Words just fizzle out in the air and then your brain not having to hold the thought anymore. Glances at Lauren and opens his mouth but Lauren’s got one eye on her watch and her fingers flash 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.

			0500 hours

			Break the glass in the back door and unlatch the lock and hear the crack of the door separating from the jamb round front. Guns raised, swift movements through the house. Sidestep from room to room, dance punctuated by shouts of Clear. Clear in kitchen. Clear in living room. Glen crackles over the radio. Unit 1 moving upstairs. A moment later hears cries that tell him Unit 1’s encountered the family. Can hear the wife yelling, probably waking up the whole damn neighbourhood, but he understands. Can’t imagine what it’s like being woken at five in the morning by a decked-out team of AFP waving guns in your face. Thinks he’d prolly be yelling too, nothing sensical either. One of the kids wailing like a banshee. Cameron bristles over the radio, suspect’s not here. So that’s it, then. Lauren lets herself outside to go start stringing crime scene tape and he stands in the kitchen feeling too big for it.

			0510 hours

			There’s a bowl of lemons on the island in the kitchen. Feels early for sunrise yet, but window above the sink shows the sun just starting to burst through the skin of the lake. Sees Russ waiting out by the paddy wagon, cigarette dangling from his lips. Stands in the deep blue morning light for a moment, wonders why his nerves are still clinging to his stomach lining. Would like to go watch the sunrise. Erase the paddy wagon and scene would be perfect. Shifts his vest, feels shirt underneath peel away from sheen of sweat on his skin and paste itself again somewhere else, like a wilting sticky note. Small voice behind him says, he’s in the garage. One hand flies to his belt out of instinct and turns to see a young girl, teenager maybe, clinging to the doorframe. Don’t touch the motorcycle, girl says, then turns and runs silently in socked feet back up the stairs.

			Shit. The garage.

			0511 hours

			Got to move quickly because by now, the suspect has to know they’re here. Nothing quiet about busting open a front door and the screaming wife in the bedroom. Haven’t heard the roller door go though, so knows the suspect hasn’t split. Means he could be armed with one of the many weapons their informant told ’em he’s got stashed around the house. Means he could be waiting to put up a fight. Takes a deep breath at the door, raises gun, flicks the handle. There’s a parked SUV, moves around it. First sign of movement and reflex kicks in. Can’t stop his finger pulling the trigger once it’s already started. Shot rings out.

			Shit.

			0512 hours

			Just shot the bloody cat. Has no idea how it’s even got in here, but shadow cat is a goner. Knows he has to radio the team and let them know what the shot was. Can’t quite seem to move. Lauren bursts through the garage door, gun raised, stops when she sees him. You good? Yeah. Just um … She moves around the motorcycle and he hears her words come out of her mouth at the same time as they crackle through the radio at his belt and she says, suspect apprehended in the garage. Non-fatal injuries. Officers all clear. Wonders why she’s arresting a dead cat before she hauls a man to his feet, the man, their man, the suspect, shot shoulder leaking red, looking like regular old bloke without the bikie get-up. Middle-aged, greying, belly, just a bloke who wears BondsBondsBonds undies and wouldn’t look outta place at a grocery store. Just a bloke who plans a murder easy as calling an Uber. Broke his contract, so we’ll have his blood. Make it look like a drive-by. Kane pull through with the semi? Lauren handcuffs hands behind his back. Asks what happened and he says I thought he was a cat and she says pardon and he says strewth I don’t know. Man stares at him with this kind of look in his eyes like something knows it’s got you cornered, even though he’s the one in handcuffs. Lauren yanks at the handcuffs and says, do us a favour and get your eyes checked, and then presses the button on the wall to rumble the roller door up and hauls him out.

			0515 hours

			Kinda quiet with them both gone, just him alone in the garage again with the SUV on his one side and the bike on his other. Starts thinking about lemons. Something his wife said to him last night as he was waking up and she was getting into bed. First thing she wants to do when they finally buy a place, she said, was plant a lemon tree. All them other fruits are useless but she wants a lemon tree for when she gets sick in the winter, and when she doesn’t need ’em for eating, she’ll put a bowl of ’em in every room so the place always has a smatter of sunshine. Thinks like that, his wife. A smatter of sunshine in every room. Stares down at the small pool of blood on the concrete floor next to the bike and thinks what a headfuck the paperwork on this one’s gonna be. Looks out the rectangle mouth of the garage at the view across the street, watches the pretty, old-timey streetlights wink out one by one as the sun keeps coming up. Coming down off the adrenaline now, can feel a panic set in as Lauren and Russ wrangle the man into the back o’ the paddy wagon. Wife’s got out the front somehow, given Mohammed the slip, who’s jogging to catch up with her as she strides across the lawn screaming what have you done to him where are you taking him he ain’t done nothin’ wrong. Presses the button to rumble the roller door back down and lock himself in the garage.

			0520 hours

			Should be calling in the CSU, to search the house for the drugs and firearms they know are stashed somewhere. Forensics report will tell him if the blood stain in the garage is human or cat, but all he can do is stare at it. Tries to think grounding thoughts: his wife. The new, gentle swell of her stomach … Think of a joke. Where does the king keep his armies? … Can’t remember the punchline. The tyre swing out the back of his childhood home in Redwood Park, the creak of the gum tree branch and the rough rope in his fists. A bowl of lemons in the kitchen. The motorcycle. The tar-black tyres and blood-red paint. Without thinking splays his hands on the taut leather of the motorcycle seat, imagines he feels a heat emanating from the bike, a thrum through his fingertips. Shining chrome curves reflect his face back to him a thousand times, prematurely lined with stress. Ain’t even got the first baby out yet and looking a little old in the face. Feels like he’s false started and now he’ll always be a little behind.

			0535 hours

			Doesn’t really know how long he’s been in the garage for. Could be minutes, could be hours. No-one’s come looking for him yet, so can’t be that long. Realises at some point he’s gone and stepped a boot into the pool of blood on the concrete. Pulls his foot up and blood clings like syrup, red waffle shape printed onto the floor. Can’t bring himself to get concerned about it though. Hands keep coming back to the seat of the motorcycle. He’s like a compass needle flickering, stuttering over north. And when he wraps a palm around the handle, the bike feels alive. Swings a leg over the seat and it breathes underneath him, warm body between his thighs. Rips his vest off with a Velcro scream and catches sight of the veins in his arms, a blackened network of roots pointing to his hands on the throttle, pointing him forwards, towards the closed garage door and beyond that, towards the lake, the plains.

			0545 hours

			He shakes his legs out and ducks under the roller door as it groans upwards and emerges into daylight and chaos. Neighbours are dotting their front yards up and down the street, a few having ventured out onto the asphalt before being stopped by the police tape Lauren’s strung up between streetlights like a sagging finish line. Voices demand to know what’s going on and Mohammed has managed to get the wife sat down on the front doorstep, though every so often she pops up from her perch as a new thought about injustice comes to her and she gives her performance to the local looky-loos before running out of steam again. The children have stayed inside, no sign of the teenager who alerted him to her father’s location in the garage. Lauren is on the phone to Crime Scene, Russ once again holding up the paddy wagon as he smokes another cigarette, bristling chatter crunching up from the radio at his belt. None of this much interests him. He feels years removed, as if watching an old home video of a Christmas morning that has since melted into the memories of all the others. He feels like a newly sharpened knife, hears the singing of it in his bloodstream.

			0550 hours

			The looky-loos disperse to get ready for work as his team stand around the street waiting for Crime Scene. Cameron joins Mohammed with the wife. Got one for ya. What’s the difference between Cinderella and Port Power? This’ll be good. Cinderella wanted to get to the ball.

			0555 hours

			Glen walks over to the paddy wagon and orders Russ, open up the wagon would ya? I wanna speed up the search a little. See if he’s willing to tell us where ’e’s stashed the okey doke. Russ jangles open the padlock, cigarette at a cliffhanger on his lips. He knows even before Lauren’s bewildered mouth utters, he’s gone, that the man has given them the slip. Lauren says, that’s impossible, and Glen immediately starts barking orders to cordon off the street, call for backup, start a suburb-wide sweep. He lets a smile stretch his lips and rolls his eyes towards the hedges bordering the lake’s footpath, finding those of the shadow cat, fur slightly darkened with drying blood. He watches as shadow cat darts up the gentle slope of the driveway, where slivers of quartz sparkle in the early morning sun.

			0600 hours

			Hears a motorcycle rev and the noise ripples its way up from the soles of his boots, crackles like lightning through his veins.

			He cracks his neck. His body thrums.

			The man comes tearing out of the garage, motorcycle roaring, and he’s off down the street faster than you could say Project Mercury.

			He grins.

			As his team scramble to get into the cars and give chase, he stands in the middle of the street, one foot on either side of the white line dividing the road into two neat halves, and lets his body purr itself apart, mingle with the exhaust of the shadow’s motorcycle.

			2000 hours

			He reforms on the cusp of night and as the streetlights wink on in the crepuscular gloom, he turns them all out again. He stands for a moment, transfixed, watching them flicker in a wave down the curving body of the road.

			2010 hours

			Inside the house the bowl of lemons has been pushed to the side and paper McDonald’s bags left abandoned, half-eaten food going cold and a film of greasy fingerprints shining in the dying light from the window. Something about the scene niggles at him, like there’s something important he’s forgetting.

			2015 hours

			In the bedroom the wife’s breath whistles slow. There’s a bottle of pills on the bedside table and she’s asleep atop the covers, still fully dressed. He goes to the wardrobe and pulls out a box labelled ‘Wedding Dress’, shoves aside the tulle to find a little black photo album filled with contracts signed in red. Doesn’t bother putting the box back. When he turns to leave, the girl is standing in the doorway, watching him. I told you not to touch the bike, she says. He’s not sure what she’s referring to, but he nods and brushes past her. She lets him go. When he’s halfway down the stairs, her voice comes again. He’s not coming back, is he? He might, he says, when it blows over. She says, do me a favour and tell him not to bother.

			2030 hours

			Back out on the street there’s that feeling again that there’s somewhere he should be right now. He’s thinking about lemons. He curls his hand into a fist and watches the veins in his arm throb from blue to black and back again. Dissolves back into shadow.

			0000 hours

			The informant’s got floating floorboards and a gaming room, a fishpond out the back. One neat little hole in the forehead and Project Mercury is stalled in its tracks. His blood tastes sweet like lemon curd.

		
		

	
		

		
			Night Driving

			

			
	

I count them. Every second streetlight is out. I’m in my sister’s old champagne-coloured Renault, in the front passenger seat. Dead-night-silent. The car glides calmly down a nondescript road, but, okay, there’s no-one in the driver’s seat. There are little gasps coming from the back and I turn and look and, no, it’s my sister, in the old pub-crawl t-shirt she was wearing the morning she stopped breathing. She’s wrapped around Casper and he’s shockingly bare and moaning deep into her neck. I burn with embarrassment. It won’t let me look away. This part is familiar, but there are too many limbs between them. His fingers make angry divots in her thighs and her skin is too pale. Bruises bloom and then disappear in the places where his hands have been. Elena is looking right at me now and smiling the way she does when she’s lying to me. I don’t want to see this, okay? Okay. I turn back around and realise we’re in the hills now and the car is careening towards the balustrade that marks the edge of the road. There’s still no-one driving. Let me turn the wheel, okay? Okay?? I want to yell to Elena and Casper, I want to take the wheel, but Casper’s gone now and it’s just Elena lying still and grey and unbreathing. My ears are blocked. Nothing makes a sound. The car keeps rolling towards the balustrade.

 			

			‘That jumper is cute,’ Elena says softly and I startle, stabbing my eye with the mascara wand.

			‘Jesus!’ I squeeze my eye shut and a black petrol tear leaks a trail down my cheek. Elena moves like a ghost these days, barely making a sound.

			‘Sorry,’ she says. She’s leaning against the doorframe in the bathroom, playing with the ends of her hair and looking at me in the mirror.

			‘S’okay.’ I open my eye cautiously. It stings. Tears well and it throbs an angry red.

			‘You look pretty. David’s going to love it.’

			At the mention of David, my stomach turns like Casper making a languid, one-handed revolution of the steering wheel.

			‘If you want,’ Elena says, ‘you can take the Renault tonight, if you’re not drinking. I don’t need it. Jane’s coming ’round. We’re just going to watch movies or something.’

			In my mind, I see the Renault careening down the hill. My stomach settles in a pothole. We hold each other’s eyes for a moment in the mirror and she gives me the barest touch of a smile.

			‘That’s okay,’ I say, finally. ‘Dad said he’ll pick me up.’

			I try to keep my hand from shaking as I swipe blush on my cheeks, face puckered absurdly like a gasping fish. Elena drifts silently away. In my room, I press two Panadol into my palm and replace the packet in its hiding spot inside my only pair of boots that Elena would never borrow.

 			

			I guess from the sounds of the party that everyone must be at least two or three drinks deep when I arrive at David’s house. David’s room is right by the front door and a couple from a different school are lounging on his bed, bare limbs entwined, giggling hysterically. I avert my eyes and deposit my coat and drinks on his desk, grabbing one and cracking it open as I walk down the cramped hallway. David always puts Chinese rice wine in his punch, some inside joke that became tradition, so I’m drinking whiskey and dry from a can. I’ll nurse the same one all night. No-one will notice.

			I forgot to take a deep breath before I walked in. Already I feel as though I’m breathing thin air. David’s small living room is full to the brim with kids who trail and spill out into the kitchen. The musty red couch pushed against the wall is quicksand. People slowly sink into it and are swallowed.

			In the kitchen, Michael is inexplicably making paella, ingredients strewn across every free surface, the air thickened with the salted stench of fish sauce. Carla sits in a tight canary-yellow dress on the counter and laughs over the pan, double-parking, punch in one hand, beer in the other. Michael gives her the spoon to lick and replaces it with his mouth. The kiss makes a sound like sucking on chicken bones. My stomach flips. David finds me and gives me a kiss on the cheek. I give it two seconds before I pull away.

			One. Two. Breathe.

			

 			

			Later, on the couch, David asks if I’m okay. I tell him I’m just tired, that I didn’t sleep well last night. It’s a half-truth. I’m thinking about Elena and Casper and trying to remind myself she’s okay, she’s with Jane.

 			

			At some point during the night Bec and Ryan go MIA and David says something exasperated about them using his mum’s room to hook up. Bec and Ryan aren’t together, but Bec just broke up with the fling she took to formal and she has house party skin, exposed and pulsing and hypnotising nearby fingertips. I take another sip of my drink, but I can’t seem to swallow it. David says he’ll have to clean the sheets before his mum comes home in the morning. I don’t think they’ll use the bed. I imagine them together, in the dark, doing it quick up against the wall. Bec is sandwiched between the wood panels and Ryan’s half-clad body, smelling like deodorant and petrol fires. They knock and groan, all friction, sticky fat and peaty skin, moulding and undulating against each other like leeches. I can feel Ryan’s humid paella breath panting hot and wet against Bec’s cheek. Casper turns the wheel inside my stomach and the car tips. A heat high in my cheeks, the embarrassment of seeing something I’m not supposed to.

 			

			The dancing starts up and everyone is packed close together in the tiny living room, writhing and rubbing. Carla’s dress rides up her thighs and settles so that, from my position low on the couch, I can just see the lace of her violet underwear between her legs. She sways drunkenly and Michael wraps her up from behind and lifts her, squealing, into the air, her legs pinwheeling. She is bright yellow, careening into a lake, smoke billowing from her engine.

			David doesn’t ask me to dance. He thinks I don’t like to. That’s a lie. But I keep on telling it because I don’t want to be a car crash. He has a hand on my thigh as we chat. I see finger-shaped divots in bare flesh.

			When it’s finally an acceptable time to leave, I go out the front to wait for Dad. David says he’ll wait with me. Dead-night-silent. We’re alone now and I know I’ll have to kiss him. I’ve managed to avoid it all night, but now we’re saying goodbye, so he’ll expect it from me.

			My ears block up. Nothing makes a sound.

			When our lips lock, I’ll count to ten. That’s all it has to be. Ten seconds.

			Ten seconds is an infinitely long time to not be breathing.

 			

			When Dad pulls the car into our street, it’s one in the morning and everything is silent. Under the orange glow of the streetlight outside our house, there’s a maroon sedan parked behind the Renault.

			Casper’s here. I’m in a car, but no-one is driving.

			I panic and look again and see that it’s not Casper’s car at all. It’s a maroon Corolla with a little stick-figure woman and her stick-figure dog stuck on the back window.

			When we get inside, Dad trundles off to bed and I go straight upstairs. A strip of light still glows under Elena’s door and I let out the breath I feel like I’ve been holding all night. I knock quietly and wait for her muffled ‘come in’.

			

			Elena is under the covers, propped up on a mountain of pillows, reading.

			‘Hey,’ she says quietly. ‘How was the party?’

			‘It was fine,’ I say. I consider telling her I want to break up with David but stop myself, because she’d want to know why. And I can’t tell her that it’s about her, that it’s about Casper and what I saw, and what came after, in the morning. So, I only ask her if she would like a cup of chamomile. She says no and I turn to leave.

			I don’t say, ‘Sleep well.’

			Instead, I say, ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

			She doesn’t answer for a while and every moment she is silent the Renault is getting closer to the balustrade, Elena bruised in the backseat, until she finally says, ‘Yes. I’ll see you in the morning.’

		
	
		

		
			Between Here and Antarctica

			

			
		

Benjamin misses the mornings in Oxford. The dim skies that slowly woke up with him, and how quiet Iffley Street stayed until the first double-decker bus of the day came trundling down. The insulated double-brick houses that kept their noise to themselves.

			Oxford was undemanding.

			Brighton Beach, however, is an infernal place. So far, it has done nothing but demand he work to its awfully perky schedule. Brighton doesn’t care if he isn’t ready to wake up yet. It will simply sweat him out of bed.

			It is the height of summer, and Benjamin is either going mad or slowly dying of heat exhaustion under the foil circle of the sun. Already thirty-five degrees at half ten in the morning.

			As he ambles along the esplanade, staring at the still, unnerving ocean, a stooped man passes in the opposite direction with no shoes on, carrying nothing. His feet rasp on the brick of the pavement, gritty sand mixing with old callouses. A small white dog stands at the lifeless tideline, yapping at a seagull three metres out on the surface of the water, taunting. Tidal pools stagnate in the heat, powder-soft sand giving way to grey sludge.

			They really are at the arse end of the world.

			As Benjamin approaches the jetty, a small crowd of people are gathering, watching the woman on the sand below who is poking away with a stick, drawing a giant mandala. She’s there every Friday morning, carving mandalas finished with the same three commands on rotation.

			Remember to smile today.

			Be uniquely you.

			Stay foxy.

			As always, Brighton is demanding things of him. What if he doesn’t want to be foxy? What he wants is to be rid of loud dogs. Yoga pants and camel toes. Mums with pushchairs bigger than his car. Baby talk and business talk and turmeric in beverages it has no business being in. Children that aren’t his.

			It isn’t that he’s jealous. God, no. He watches fathers wrestle with wriggling toddlers in the sand, trying to smear a greasy film of sunscreen on their chubby arms. No, it isn’t that he’s jealous. It’s just that, sometimes, his fingers remember what it feels like to have an impossibly small hand wrap itself around them like a python, for no other reason than it wants something to hold.

			At Café Lune on Jetty Road, Benjamin orders a long black to-go from the usual morning barista. He’s around the same age as Benjamin, early thirties, prematurely balding on the crown of his head. Benjamin enjoys watching the goings-on in the café in the mornings. He likes to play a game of who’s-the-most-miserable. He chooses the shiniest women, in their leopard print caps and lululemon sports bras, and picks them apart. Look at how the brown skin on their breasts wrinkles like worn leather from constant exposure to the sun. Look at the way they salivate over loaded milkshakes going by, while poking at their sugar-free acai bowls. He imagines they go home and watch daytime television with the curtains drawn, alone in the gloom and contemplating going for a swim and never coming back.

			Benjamin imagines everyone in Brighton is shiny on the outside and rotting on the inside. Every beachfront home a money pit of faulty plumbing, every walk-in robe filled with dusty skeletons that rattle away in their high-fashion graves at night. It makes him feel better.

			All along the block on his walk back to his overpriced, rented bungalow, papers pasted to every electrical pole and parking sign advertise some lost dog, bird, cat, exotic lizard, etc.

			Benjamin rattles his keys in his pocket as he walks and finds himself dragging his feet. The habit had begun in an effort to knock all the sand off his shoes before making it to the front door – in hindsight, an impossible endeavour – but now he does it everywhere. A hateful tic he can’t shake.

			There is another lost pet poster attached to the door of his bungalow. Only now that it is almost directly in his face does he pay enough attention to realise that it is not a pet that has been lost, but people. A grainy photograph shows two blonde-haired little girls, pot-bellied in matching bathing suits, grinning at the camera.

			Emily and Carolina Wyndham. Identical twins. Six years old. Last seen on the esplanade by the roundabout two days ago, wearing pink and black Billabong rash vests, bathing suits and sandals. Anyone with any information is asked to call Crime Stoppers.

			The first thought is sexual predator. But then, he forgets that this is Australia. A country that lost a prime minister to a casual morning swim. A country where a nuclear explosion could happen without anyone knowing about it. It was just as likely that the two girls got lost, drowned, were caught in a rip, eaten by a shark, bitten by a deadly snake, insect, poisonous fish, etc. or simply wandered. Wandering could be lethal here. The sun can kill you faster than it would take for your feet to start to blister.

			Benjamin yanks the poster off the door and jams his key into the lock. The air conditioner on the wall rattles in welcome. A blast of icy air hits him at face height and he kicks off his shoes, using the dustpan brush he’s taken to keeping by the door to bristle the sand off his feet, between his toes, up his ankles. In the kitchen the fridge complains, the motor always working overtime. He reaches in for milk, decides against it, stands there with the door open for a while, just letting the cool air envelope him. He still has the poster in his hand, crumpled now in the corner with a sweat mark from his palm. He tacks it to the fridge.

			The second bedroom is decked out as a study, but Benjamin works on the couch in the living room because it is the only room with air conditioning. The online news corp he works for in England found this place for him when they decided to move him to Australia to cover the ongoing technology boom taking place between here and Europe: submarines, Tesla, solar energy. If he had ever actually met his bosses in person, they would know he loathes the heat, the ocean. They would know that the thought of standing on the shore at Brighton looking at the horizon, knowing there is absolutely nothing else between here and Antarctica, would have made him ill. As it was, he had only ever spoken to them over the phone and briefly in video call staff meetings, so they believed he was like any single, pre-midlife-crisis English male dreaming of the white sand of Australian beaches.

			Something about being on a precipice captures people’s hearts. Here they are living on the fringes of this great big island, taming the sea and calling it a Tuesday. Like it isn’t terrifying, to be so small and reminded of it constantly, despite all their best efforts. Bright, expensive houses still only have walls. Inadequate, hand-built walls.

			He opens his laptop and sends an email to Sara, attaching a picture of the mandala lady’s latest and the new copper wire sculpture that has popped up on the esplanade. He could be miserable but Sara, of all people, doesn’t have to know that. Lately, his emails to her have been going unanswered more often. He doesn’t know whether to feel quietly triumphant that he’s worn her down with his false happiness, or whether the way he can sometimes spend long minutes just staring at his empty inbox isn’t only a symptom of boredom. He decides it will be the former, even if it isn’t.

			An article waits for him on his task sheet. Something mindless about whether Australia is fully utilising its potential for solar energy. At lunch he takes a break, wanders into the kitchen and to the fridge. The missing Wyndham sisters stare back at him. There is a word for this feeling. It’s on the tip of his tongue. He scribbles a reminder on the little whiteboard next to the girls. Think of that word. And then, as an afterthought, Buy ice tray. He boils an egg on the stove. The shell knocks against the wall of the saucepan.

 			

			Benjamin goes back to Café Lune for his afternoon coffee. On his way there, he notices the sheer abundance of the posters. There is one taped to the coffee machine at the café, this time with a different picture of the girls. School portraits, side by side, unsmiling.

			‘Terrible about those girls, isn’t it?’

			Benjamin glances up from his phone, where he was pretending to scroll through important messages. The afternoon-shift barista is steaming his milk, her free hand fiddling with an earring in the shape of an ice-cream cone.

			‘They come here once a week during the school holidays with their mum. Jan. Wonderful lady,’ she says.

			Benjamin looks around to make sure she’s talking to him. Something stirs in his stomach, like sediment at the bottom of a lake, disturbed by a darting fish.

			‘They’ll turn up, I’m sure,’ he says. Because he has to say something.

			‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’

			Her mouth moves as though she wants to say more. Her brow furrows and she suddenly looks much younger than she did moments ago. ‘It’s just the not knowing, y’know? Whether they’re lost or somebody’s got ’em, y’know? Like, I don’t want to think about people who could do something like that living here.’ She places his coffee down on the counter.

			

			Benjamin steps up to take it and almost walks away without saying anything, but he watches her ice-cream cone earrings swinging as she wipes at a spill.

			‘They’ll turn up,’ he says again, and turns away.

			It suddenly doesn’t seem like enough. The Wyndham sisters’ eyes follow him all the way home, staring out from parking meters and electrical boxes. He hears their footsteps in his own dragging gait.

			When he gets home he has an urge to email Sara again. Or maybe call, since she’s more likely to answer her phone. What time is it in England? Would Vicky be asleep? What is the weather like today? If Benjamin wrote to Sara about how he misses the weight of clouds anchoring him, would she get it? Strange, that the only woman he has ever loved would be the one who least understands him.

 			

			The Wyndham sisters’ disappearance doesn’t change much on the surface of Brighton. Jetty Road still buzzes with activity in the mornings. Kids run amok, wipe sticky fingers on racks of boutique clothing as they go by, splash in the shallows while parents watch from the shadow of the jetty. It isn’t anything they haven’t seen before. Benjamin thinks of the news stories that had reached England. Azaria Chamberlain and the alleged dingo. The Beaumont children in the mid-sixties, still unsolved. The autistic boy lost on Mount Disappointment. William Tyrrell. An endless procession of backpackers.

			But under the surface, there is a shift. The longer the girls aren’t found the more people begin to suspect foul play. Benjamin finds himself walking down the esplanade in the mornings surveying other pedestrians, wondering who among them might be a sexual predator, a kidnapper, a metaphorical man in the ice-cream van. His private game of imagining people’s miserable inner lives starts to feature the Wyndham girls. Dusty crawl spaces and soundproofed rooms. Things that turn his stomach.

			Benjamin still hasn’t heard from Sara. Every morning his inbox taunts him with white space. He shouldn’t miss her this much. He knows that he is only displacing his longing for home with a longing for his ex. The good times with Sara had been brief. Even when they were getting caught in the rain, sprinting across the courtyard to get back to his single dorm room at the college, Wagamama’s going soggy in cardboard takeout boxes. Even when they were wet and laughing, wrestling for a spot by the radiator. Even when they crammed themselves into his single bed and moved to the sounds of his neighbour’s opera coming through the thin walls. Even then, they were avoiding some fight from the day before, trying to stave off the inevitable return to it the next day, anger and annoyance with each other always on a simmer. It was a university fling they both knew had no future.

			When she told him, it was summer and Sara’s hair was lightening, capturing the rays of the tentative Oxford sun. She’d never looked more golden and he remembered having this thought that maybe he wanted to try to make it work past the summer after all. To stay with her a while longer. They were sitting on a blanket on the grass by the canal, watching the punters go by. The banks were packed with spectators, and her voice was just loud enough that the people around them would hear. She’d always been crafty. Because of course he couldn’t react any other way than civilised. But Sara said he didn’t have to have anything to do with the baby and the fact that she automatically assumed that he would skirt that responsibility tickled a nerve. He wanted to look after the child, if only out of a sense of pride or ownership.

			But, of course, Sara was right. He pictured ahead of him a life of Sesame Street on repeat, of nappy changes and wrangling kicking limbs into a pushchair. He didn’t like what he saw. They arranged a schedule in which Benjamin could do the bare minimum, only looking after Vicky when Sara couldn’t, and a day or two every month where Vicky would stay over with him. Even this was fleeting. After what happened when Vicky was three, Benjamin wasn’t allowed to see her anymore except for carefully arranged, supervised hours.

			Nothing but radio silence. The article Benjamin sent off to work two days ago has not yet received feedback. It is Saturday and he has nowhere to go and no-one to see. Outside, the skies aren’t happy. The temperature has dropped a good five degrees, which would be welcome except for the fact that there is a heavy, humid paste clinging to the walls. He opens the windows to let the breeze in and wonders what the family in the townhouse in which he used to board on Iffley Street is doing; though, in truth, he misses the dog more than anything. He walks up and down the length of the unit, which he can cover in just under ten strides. Eight if he really widens his legs.

			Listless.

			That’s the word he has been trying to find all week. He scrubs it off the whiteboard. Meets the Wyndham girls again and replaces the reminder with their names in capital letters.

			Emily.

			

			Carolina.

			And then, Vicky.

			He isn’t sure why he adds her in.

 			

			Brighton is haunted by the ghosts of the Wyndham sisters. Though there is no real way to say whether or not the girls are dead, their figures waver on every street corner, holding hands, perched on the edges of every conversation. Sometimes Benjamin turns a corner to glimpse a platinum blonde head at child height, and a strange progression of feelings occurs in an instant. Oddly, fear – not hope – is first. As if it is indeed the ghost of Emily Wyndham wandering the streets. Perpetually wandering.

			Hope is next. There she is, alive and well, and he almost cries out.

			But finally, his stomach settles back on fear. Fear of what it was that took them in the first place. Fear that whatever fate befell them, it may have been kinder to the sisters had they been killed by it. All of this happens in a split second, like getting into the car and thinking he glimpses a figure in the rear-view mirror, before glancing back again to see that it’s empty. A split second of this rollercoaster before realising it isn’t a Wyndham sister at all. Not even a girl. Just a little boy with a healthy head of blond hair, his father not far behind telling him to slow down, Jackson. Wait for Dad.

			Sometimes it seems that Benjamin is the only one who isn’t constantly talking about it. Mostly because he has no-one to talk about it to. Except the young barista whose earrings cycle through various loud caricatures depending on the day: ice creams, cats, sunflowers. After that first afternoon, she has taken to chatting to him as she makes his coffee. She’s doing art classes at the trade school and has an equal hatred of the mandala lady because ‘her messages undermine the cultural significance of mandalas’. But they don’t talk about the Wyndhams after that first day.

			Benjamin watches the news nightly but only enough to hear that there have been no updates in Emily and Carolina’s case, and then he turns it off.

			Perhaps it is for this reason that the girls attach themselves to him. At some point that he can’t exactly pin down, they begin following him home. They meet him at the end of the jetty in the evenings and skip behind him through the streets. He listens to their chattering, though he has only heard their voices once, on a grainy home video played on the news in the first few days of their disappearance. A classic case of emotional amplification of the media. A tactic he himself has used many times, only now it gives him an urge to switch the channel over to cartoons. He keeps them on in the background for the girls while his single pork chop spits on the stove.

 			

			The sun doesn’t set in Brighton until nine o’clock. The days seem never-ending. Benjamin sits at a table on his own at the Esplanade Hotel, a beer he doesn’t really want streaming beads of condensation down the glass and onto his hand clutched around it. He collects the water for a while, then presses his cold hand to his forehead. Holiday beachgoers linger on the esplanade to watch the sun go down over the horizon of the water, oranges, golds, reds. It is an old sunset. England is old as time, but it doesn’t feel it. Especially not in the suburbs. But Australia feels ancient. Evidence is everywhere. In this sunset. In the towering trees over the golf course, creaking their bones and rattling their leaves. In the children. Disappearing one by one in a procession of little bare feet, never to be seen again.

			The little dark-haired girl at the table next to him bears a remarkable resemblance to his daughter. When he first sat down, he had to do a double take to make sure it wasn’t Vicky. Even now, his eyes keep wandering over to their table to watch her struggle up onto her knees in her too-big chair and reach for things to fidget with. Benjamin has his field notes from the day before open in front of him, but he isn’t focusing on them, not at all. He’s thinking about Vicky. Sara. Praying for rain.

			‘Excuse me?’

			Benjamin looks up from the amber depths of the untouched beer. A police officer stands at his table, both hands on the buckle of his belt. He’s a tall man – if Benjamin had to guess, around 193 centimetres.

			Benjamin points a finger at himself. The officer nods. His partner lingers behind him, almost comically shorter, arms crossed, scuffing the toe of her boot at an invisible spot on the bricks.

			‘Can you tell me what your business here at the hotel is tonight?’

			‘Just came for a pint,’ Benjamin says. ‘Sir.’

			‘Looks like you haven’t touched your beer there, mate.’

			He looks down at the glass and then back up at the officer. ‘Well, it turns out I don’t really want it after all.’

			‘Thing is, mate, you’re all alone and this family over here,’ he jerks an elbow at the table with the little girl, who are silent now and all looking his way, ‘says you’ve been starin’ at their daughter all night. Now I just want to make sure nothin’ fishy is goin’ on here.’

			‘Oh,’ Benjamin says. Oh. He realises his mistake. ‘I promise you, sir, it’s nothing like that at all. It’s only that she looks remarkably like my daughter.’

			‘Can I see some ID, mate?’ The officer has a trimmed red beard and he scratches at it as he scrutinises Benjamin’s UK driver’s licence.

			‘You English, mate?’

			‘That’s right. Oxford. I’m a journalist. I was posted here for work a couple of months ago. My daughter is still back in England, so I haven’t seen her in a while and I miss her. That’s why … uh … yeah. She looks like my daughter.’

			‘You already said that,’ the other officer pipes in. She has her hands on her belt buckle now, too.

			‘You’re staying in the area?’ the other one says.

			‘Yes. A couple of streets down from here.’ He tells him the address of the bungalow.

			‘Alright, here’s what we’re gonna do, mate.’ He hands his partner Benjamin’s licence and rests his hands comfortably back on his belt. ‘I’m going to keep your details on file, just in case. Because I’ve got two missing little girls right now and you can’t be too careful. But I get it, mate, you miss your little one. So, go home, give her a call maybe. Stop staring at children, and we can all get on with our business, yeah?’

			The other officer takes down Benjamin’s details on a little notebook and they both watch over him as he gathers his papers and gets up from the table. He feels as though he’s moving through sand, the process not fast enough. The little girl’s mother gives him a death stare as he trundles by.

			Benjamin feels the fire of embarrassment colour him all the way home. By the time he reaches his doorstep, he has sweat all the way through his new linen shirt. This time, he doesn’t bother about the sand on his feet. He goes straight to the desk in the second room and calls Sara. She picks up on the twelfth ring, already yelling.

			Do you have any bloody idea how much international calls cost me?

			This better be important.

			No, I can’t put Vicky on; she’s at school.

			Don’t call me again. This is costing me a fortune.

			I’m busy, Ben, I can’t be emailing you all the time.

			Goodbye, Ben.

			I said goodbye, Ben.

			By the time she has hung up on him, Benjamin has almost entirely filled the outside of an envelope with angry led pencil.

			Emily. Carolina. Vicky. Emily. Carolina. Vicky. Emily. Carolina. Vicky. He goes over the names again and again. Tracing and retracing, scarring the envelope grey.

			‘Daddy?’

			He turns around in his chair. Vicky stands in the doorway, trailing a teddy bear by one arm.

			‘What are you doing here?’

			‘Daddy?’ she says again, pushing her belly out and twisting the teddy bear round and round by her side. ‘Can I ask you a question?’

			When he doesn’t answer she says, ‘Me and Emily and Carolina want to know … Can we have ice cream for sweets, Daddy?’

			

			It’s strange to hear her voice. She rocks back and forth on her heels, waiting for an answer.

			‘Uh, yes, of course, Kitten. I’ll go get you some ice cream.’

			Vicky squeals and runs out of the room. Benjamin heads to the kitchen. He has added to the freezer door the second poster of the Wyndham sisters, the one in their school uniforms. He wonders what he’s doing, but pulls the ice cream out anyway. The sun has gone down and the living room behind him squats in shadow. Empty.

			‘Vicky?’ he calls, but of course she isn’t there. She’s in Oxford, at school, learning French or maths or reading. But for a split second, he panics anyway.

			For a split second, he is back in Waterstones off the main street, running through the stacks, looking for a small, dark head at child height. Back at the counter, imploring the staff. The loudspeaker interrupts the quiet of the store and he takes the microphone and tells Vicky to come find Daddy at the counter. I’m waiting for you at the counter. And waiting for Vicky to come, his heart like stones in his pockets. Vicky doesn’t come and he’s in the streets, screaming her name, tourists and buskers gawking, giving him a wide berth. Until finally a police officer finds him and tells him she is with them, at the station.

			Of course, he had to tell Sara. That he lost her. That he took his eyes off her for a second. Or rather, for minutes at a time, as he browsed the stacks, trying to ignore her constant questions and sulking and open-mouthed breathing. He’d had enough. And he’d lost her.

			For the most part, Benjamin doesn’t mind. That there is a child out there who is his, but who he never gets to see. He watches children consume people, take over their lives and he doesn’t mind because he has a life, a job, a room in the middle of Oxford. He has control. All this he tells himself, over and over again.

 			

			A crowd is gathering by the train stop. Further down, by the side of the tracks, blue and red lights strobe silently, and police tape draws lines across the area. People with dogs on leashes, interrupted in the middle of their walks, jostle on the footpath and crane their necks to try to figure out what is happening in the distance. Benjamin is on his way back from a job. He had tried to catch the train from the city as he usually did, but the screens told him the line was temporarily out of order due to an ‘unforeseen police emergency’ near the tracks at Brighton. He was forced to catch a bus, which took half an hour longer. The bus was an old one, with cracked red leather seats and an air conditioner that only drooled lukewarm air. It smelt of body odour and glued sweaty thighs to the seats, so that getting up meant leaving a layer of skin behind. It had spat Benjamin out into the stifling air right by the crowds.

			The scene in the distance wavers in the heat like water. The crowd is silent but for the soft panting of dogs.

			‘What’s happening? Do you know?’ Benjamin asks a blond-haired young man wearing nothing but board shorts. The man has one hand on his bare chest over his heart, rubbing it back and forth in a nervous tic.

			‘They think they may have found the Wyndham sisters,’ he says quietly.

			Benjamin hesitates before asking, ‘Alive?’

			

			The man turns trembling blue eyes on him.

			‘I don’t think so. Somebody said they found freshly dug soil by the tracks earlier this morning.’

			Benjamin takes a choppy breath in and goes to put his hands in his pockets for something to do, to stop them from shaking, but two small hands python his fingers on either side. Emily and Carolina look up at him expectantly on his left, linked together like paper doll cut-outs. They are both wet and flushed like they have just been swimming. On his right, Vicky is wearing the same clothes she wore when he lost her in Waterstones, the pompom on her woolly hat bobbing as she twists nervously.

			‘Daddy?’ she says.

			The whole of Brighton holds their breath.

		
		

	
		

		
			Oh

			

			
	

As soon as that timid foot crosses our threshold we know, like we always do. She contains an extra piece inside her, just like the others, but this one also feels different. Heavier, somehow. Important.

			Oh, she is young. Very young. Not as young as we are, mind. Nobody is as young as we, and yet her youth still gives us pause and we sense that she is not here merely to pass through, but to stay, to join we and our old one.

			The old one does not have to ask. The old one knows, the same as we do. We watch from the rafters. We were in the old one’s hair this morning and it was warm and she hummed us a song as she carried us, though we know our weight grinds her bones. Still, the old one is kind to us.

			We watch from the rafters and the old one says to the young one, ‘Now, let’s see what we can do about that baby.’

			We do not watch as the old one empties the young one. We don’t ever watch. The process is not important, only the after. In the after, we are an ever so slightly bigger we. Very happy, we are, to accommodate this extra piece of us. Coating the windows now, we watch the old one lead the young one through our garden, where the old one has turned us into handmade flowers that spin wildly in the breeze. We wonder whether we should follow. We decide we will. The young one feels safe, like the old one. We sense already that she will keep us in her bones and belly the same way. That she will love us the same way.

			We go to where the creek brings crisp waters down from the mountain and we settle back on the old one’s shoulders as they two kneel in the leaf mulch and plunge their hands into the stream. The young one is elbow deep, hands splayed, clean and smooth where the old one carries the deep lines we make. But not just us. The years, too, and the womanhood. They all make lines. Such is the way of the world for the ones who are spilt into it. We, we are happy here.

			We feel the young one’s wonder, because we feel everything. She says, ‘I thought we were in a drought. Aren’t we always in a drought?’

			She has much to learn.

			We tell her, speaking with the old one, ‘That’s why I chose this place. Among other reasons, which you’ll learn. But there is always water here. It starts in the ranges and flows through these gullies like blood through veins. This is our life force. It gives and asks nothing of us in return. I believe in the water.’

			‘I believe in the water,’ the young one repeats. She has fourteen years. This is the first time she believes in something other than hurt. We feel this, because we feel everything.

			The young one chooses a foil flower for us, for the extra piece of we that came from her. It turns lazily in her soft hands and it is all the oranges of marigolds and we are pleased. Our garden smiles in the sun.

			At night-time, in the small bedroom whose window looks onto the fence of next-dwelling’s sloping garden, we try to sit with her as gently as we can, but we feel her panic start to rise as she finds us whirring in her belly. She climbs out of the bed and carries us across the hallway – we feel the cold floor on her feet – and to the old one’s door.

			The old one has asked the young one to call her Gran, and we are pleased to have finally learnt her calling. The young one says it now.

			Gran is awake, we and our young one know, because we and she can see the rise and fall of aliveness in her form lying on the high wooden bed. We and she enter the room and we and she like how the plush green carpet is warm on our feet after the cold of the slate.

			The young one says she is afraid it hasn’t worked, because she can feel us in her belly. We are sorry to make her so scared, but we have tried, and cannot change how heavy we are.

			The young one is scared that we have told him of what Gran has done. We would never, but we understand. He is angry now, she says. He is coming back to take more pieces of her without asking and leave behind more of we.

			We rile at this. We riot. We cannot help it.

			‘Come here, Delaney,’ Gran says, and we are pleased to learn the young one’s calling. Delaney climbs into the bed with Gran.

			Gran tells Delaney our calling.

			The Haunting, we are called. And we are pleased to meet her.

			

 			

			Delaney sits in the passenger seat as Jude drives from his share house in Rostrevor to Alicia’s new home in Myrtle Bank. There is a large blue box on her lap containing a set of three personalised stainless-steel eggcups, engraved with the words Mumma, Dadda and Bubba. Having spent at least a decade helping women escape the chokehold of unwanted motherhood, these eggcups are exactly the kind of trivial nonsense that Delaney hates. But she knows Alicia will think they are Simply Adorable.

			Because Alicia missed out on a baby shower while she was pregnant, her third term proving more complicated than expected, she has decided to throw one today, even though her baby is now three months old. Delaney wonders what the point of it all is, aside from the obligatory presents she will receive. Jude says he doesn’t understand where her cynicism is coming from today.

			Silence sits heavy in the car at each traffic light. The gift box weighs almost nothing on Delaney’s lap and she imagines it lifting up and flying out of the window when they take a corner fast, but she keeps two dutiful hands splayed on the top.

			When they arrive they are late, but Jude’s friends are still clucking and cooing as if they all only just walked in the door. They say things like, ‘Now, let’s see the little man,’ and ‘Struth, Lish, he has your eyes.’

			Later, they sit around the modular lounge, baking in the afternoon sun coming through the picture window. Their winter layers are littered over the back of the couch and they watch Alicia carefully open each one of her gifts while her husband pretends to look interested. Remi is slowly being passed around the circle, transferred from lap to lap.

			

			Delaney feels queasy as she watches the child advance, and knows it isn’t the champagne. She wonders if she could perfectly time a bathroom break so that the child will conveniently skip her, but gets distracted by Alicia’s freckled hands, which move to examine the card on her and Jude’s baby-blue gift box. And so, Delaney is caught in her place by social etiquette when it is finally her turn with the baby. She reluctantly slides her hands under the armpits of the wriggling creature, momentarily grappling with the soft flesh of the child like overripe fruit and the rough-hewn hands of the other woman, trying to navigate an awkward handover. And then the woman’s hands are gone, and she is left face to face with Remi, slack-jawed and bald and staring at her with blue eyes too large for the skull they are embedded in. Delaney casts about for something to break the silence between them, aware that Alicia has stopped opening the box to watch. Remi’s legs dance.

			‘I like your shoes,’ Delaney tells him.

			He lets out a slow fountain of saliva that lands on her thigh, seeping through her skirt to settle warm and wet on her skin.

			Alicia turns her attention back to the box. ‘Oooohhh,’ she says. ‘These are Simply Adorable! Look, you guys. Delaney, Jude, you’re too generous.’

			Delaney tries to turn the child around to face outwards and seat him on her lap, but an anxious hiccup tells her this isn’t something that satisfies him, so she turns him back around, taking his weight as he dances his legs on hers and gazes imploringly at her face. The Haunting is restless inside her stomach

			‘Um, they’re snazzy. Your shoes.’ She’s never said the word snazzy before in her life.

			

			She has never felt that the Haunting is ghost-like, attached to any one being with a particular mindset or goal; in fact, Gran insists that these are not ghosts, as they weren’t ever really more than embryos, a cluster of cells, ephemeral things that only promised life. And so, the impression they leave behind is only an aftertaste, the same grief and guilt any of the women who passed through their house in Waterfall Gully would feel, only amplified in Gran and Delaney as the practitioners of the release. But today, Delaney’s stomach feels overcrowded, full and rolling like so many sailors tossed about the deck in a storm.

			She is aware of Jude next to her, watching, and when she turns to look at him, he says, ‘It’s a good look on you.’ He smiles. She wants to disappear this baby, to disremember the feel of his soft flesh like cellulite even as her hands mould themselves to his chubby sides. But she knows that Jude has already taken a mental snapshot of her, arms outstretched and bouncing Remi gently on her lap. She knows he will eroticise the bare flesh of her thighs softly engraved by these tiny, snazzy shoeprints.

			Jude and Delaney have been together for five years now and the only thing Jude wants more than to be married to Delaney is for her to carry his child.

			Delaney captures Remi’s questioning gaze and sees a spinning blue windmill in his eyes.

 			

			When Delaney arrives home after the baby shower, the sun is low behind the hills and the twilight cold has turned biting.

			‘Gran?’ she calls. The house is no warmer than outside. Gran has left the back door wide open, and the sound of the water rushing through the creek beyond their garden fills the living room. The rain this winter has broken all kinds of records and the gullies roar happily with it.

			I believe in the water, Delaney thinks, letting herself be washed in the sound. The Haunting leaves her belly and starts crashing through the saucepans in the kitchen cupboards, making a messy concert with the rushing waters and seemingly as relieved as she is to be free of the stifling heat of Alicia’s house, though that same smell of breastmilk now permeates the living room.

			Delaney’s boots click on the tile as she crosses to close the door, but she stops again on the threshold in the dying light and considers the garden. Even stained by winter grey, the array of wind spinners and bouncing ornaments are bright and dizzying. On days of full sun, the foil petals of the windmill flowers spark millions of rainbows. Gran’s garden is fenced in by the neighbours to the right and left, and the blue gums and stringybark of the gully behind them. When the bush pea that grows among the roots blossoms, it sets their backyard against a field of golden haze. Delaney could stare at it for hours, watching the windmills spinning and spinning amid the daisies and dandelions, wild weeds they have allowed to flower freely. She lets her eyes un-focus until the scene becomes a dream haze of colour and moving parts.

			And although, on the bad days, when everything is thick and tastes of bile, these ornaments speak only of death, she still believes that this garden is the only good that could come from what begins in a womb like a gutter.

			While Delaney is contemplating this, Mark Erikson, one of their next-door neighbours, appears, throwing his arms casually along the top of the fence as if the two of them have over-the-fence yarns all the time and this is only natural. The Eriksons’ fence is built so high she wonders what he must be standing on to be able to achieve this.

			‘Someone sounds like they’re cooking up a storm,’ he says, with a grin and a glance at her skirt.

			Delaney hears the Haunting stop their saucepan concert abruptly. She recalls the day that Jude came over, the first and last. She recalls herself, after Jude’s hurried exit, screaming hysterically at Gran, and the knock on the door that came in the midst. She had stared Mark Erikson down across the threshold, chest heaving with anguish, and whatever complaint had been about to leave his mouth curled up and died on the stoop as the Haunting sent him cowering away with the sound of children crying. She feels it come seething out of the kitchen now, weaving itself through her hair, readying. She blinks at him.

			‘Okay, then, I’ll leave you to it, I guess,’ he says, pulling his arms away and disappearing as quickly as he came.

			Delaney steps back inside and slams the door shut.

			She finds Gran in the bedroom, hunched under the covers. The Haunting was thick for her yesterday and she had been lethargic all morning before Delaney left for the baby shower.

			Sometimes Delaney wonders if it’s worth it, all the myriad ways the Haunting weaves into their lives: a near-constant guttering inside them, like a candle flame in a draught, or the pallor that clings to the eaves, or the way that, some days, moving through the house feels like fighting against a sandstorm or wading through thick molasses. Delaney’s hands remember things long after they’ve held them: Remi’s yoghurt-y flesh, the clammy hand of their last visitor who had sobbed at the kitchen table. But she’s never been afraid of the Haunting, not in the way she was before Gran took her in. That fear, she doesn’t want back. Gran doesn’t do as many releases as she used to, her practice dropping off as abortion laws have evolved, but they still get an inordinate number of women; women whose blooming bruise inside is just another to add to the litany outside; women from interstate, where their bodies are more tightly controlled; or women who, like Delaney, are running from something, from many things. She doesn’t believe they would ask for that fear back either, in exchange for the small residue of guilt and grief that the Haunting leaves to them. Mostly, she finds the Haunting a strange source of comfort; it is always with her, a thing as natural to her as breathing, and it is what reminds her that her body, no matter what has been done to it or forced upon it, is still her own.

			Delaney gently closes the bedroom door and goes to the kitchen to set the kettle on the stove. The sweetly rancid smell of Remi clings to her hair. She ponders a bath, something scalding hot to turn her skin blotchy and pink and new again.

 			

			When the young one is less little, she meets many hes. Not good hes or bad hes, just hes. But there is only one he who feels comfortable for her, and we start to feel that she has something like love for him. It confuses us. Jude is his calling. And we are pleased to not meet him.

			When Delaney is cutting hair for many different shes in the place that smells of chemicals, she lets her mind wander and sometimes it wanders all the way to Jude’s dwelling. We and she reflect on the way that he is different. Jude has three of the ones they call sisters and seven of the ones they call aunts. Jude has many shes and this, Delaney likes to think, tempers the stormier parts of him. Though we, we would caution the clouds. We do not ever follow her body to his dwelling.

			There is a day, a warm day, when we are laying ourselves out like carpet on the floor to soak the cool of the slate. Delaney is picking each foot up and laying it back down gently, cautiously. She has not yet figured out the pattern we are making. One bare foot rises, points, and descends slowly. We try to warn her, but it is too late, she trips on us. We feel her knees crash into the slate and the smack of her palms as she catches herself on all fours. She begins to think what she always does to calm herself.

			I believe in the water, I believe in the soil, I believe in my body.

			It is on this day that we understand that Delaney’s new he is different because she adds him to her prayers. I believe in Jude.

			And so it begins.

			Delaney, we know, wants Jude to come to our dwelling. We rile at this. We riot. We cannot help it. We are thick in the air for three days and still Delaney wants. It is when Gran accepts Delaney’s wanting that we understand. We must try to make peace. We must try to make space.

			On the day that is his arrival, we watch from the rafters as Gran and Delaney pack away all the telling items. They lock the door of the emptying room with a golden key. It is a warm day, a day of much sun. Delaney has much preparation to do. We and she throw open all the windows to let in the sun. We and she can hear the ones next-dwelling droning a machine back and forth over their tiered grass and the noise layers over the distant sound of the dancing creek waters.

			We feel Delaney’s tentative excitement. She is hungry and this is strange. She has not much appetite usually and this is our fault, though we cannot help the way we make fresh fruit taste of amniotic fluid. We have tried, but we don’t possess many more flavours. Bile and breastmilk and blood, and this is all.

			For Delaney, we try our best to stay out of the way. We swarm to Gran instead. She nods at our disquiet. We and she tap tap her cane on the tile.

			We hear tyres on the gravel driveway. We do not follow Delaney out to greet him. We do not want to weigh her down. She wears a red sundress. The bruises on her knees from tripping on us are yellowing, almost gone. This is the first thing we feel as he approaches: he favours this sundress; he favours her knees.

			He steps a big foot over the threshold. We and she are nervous now. We have never had a he in our dwelling. Our dwelling is bright, our dwelling is high, our floors are cool in the summer heat, our dwelling is welcoming. He thinks this and he thinks a calling for it: Quaint.

			But we do not like the way his eyes roam our edges, her edges. We do not like to see his hand so close to our young one’s skin, in her hair. Delaney is trying not to look towards the door of the emptying room too often. We hear her thinking.

			I believe in the hills. I believe in the sky.

			They speak to each other, and she starts the tick-ticking flame in the kitchen for tea.

			We are in the rafters now and we are beginning to rile. We want Jude to know we are here. He frowns up at us.

			

			We see Delaney see and we feel her start to panic. This time, we are not sorry. He is too big for this place. He is too clumsy. He is too he.

			We wave dusty cobwebs like warning flags, but he doesn’t understand, though he is starting to feel our weight.

			We and Gran tap tap her cane on the tile. Delaney introduces him to her. We hesitate his hand that wants to reach out in cordiality; it should not be in hers. He swallows slow. He is pale with the colour of us.

			He says he is all of a sudden not feeling well and his voice does not caress our dwelling the way that our two ones do. He would not keep us safe in his bones and his belly. He does not love us.

			Delaney makes him tea as we sit on his shoulders and rile and riot. She chooses the cups with the dogwood blossoms, but we feel her scattering. She thinks, I believe in the water.

			Jude is at the window and looking at our garden. He does not see it like our ones see it. We are folding him now, folding him in on himself with our weight so that he can feel us and know how we began in others being folded, folded in on themselves. Nobody is as young as we and yet nobody is as old as we and our pain, and we will teach him a thing or two. He has much to learn.

			Delaney’s lips are moving now in silent uttering of her prayers as she watches him bend.

			Oh, we hear her thinking. And, Oh, we say to her. Oh, please, young one. Forgive us, but he is not right.

			When she drifts to him with his tea, he says, ‘I’m really not feeling well, Delaney. I think I might throw up.’

			‘Hmm.’ Stooped behind the kitchen bench, we and Gran tip her head to the side and we contemplate her palms, lined with us, but not just us. We and she say, ‘It could be the ghosts.’

			We and she click slowly around the bench. ‘You know, Jude,’ we and she continue, ‘I’ve always thought this house might be haunted. It’s not very old, see, built in the late sixties, two years before I bought it, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have its ghosts. You listen to the way the wind screams sometimes through these gullies and you get to wondering if maybe it’s the land that’s haunted, and we just built the houses over the top of it. Course, in my case, it’s more probable it’s the skeletons turning in my closet.’

			She speaks of we, of course. We are the skeletons. We are the Haunting, and we are not pleased to meet him. She comes to a stop in front of him and we, we cannot help it, we wink.

			We are in the beads of sweat on his forehead now, the veins dark and raised on his hands that crook at his stomach. We bear down and he turns so abruptly that it knocks the teacup out of Delaney’s hands. She watches the slate tile scatter fragments of dogwood blossom. We are the dark tea pooling in the grout. We are only sorry for the young one’s delayed pain, like an aftertaste, where the tea has scalded her hand. Jude does not stop to help her. We send him to the door and he wrenches it open. We stay behind with our ones as they two stare at the rectangular mouth of the doorway spilling sunlight in his wake.

			We could not help it.

			Afterwards, the young one screams at the old one so loud we cower, because really, she is screaming at us. The way we riled. The way we rioted. And we understand. She wanted something else to believe in.

			

			‘He loves me!’ she howls.

			She has much to learn.

 			

			Delaney slowly turns the car into the driveway after work, reeking of the salon, hairspray and bleach fumes that only an hour or two in the crisp winter air behind the house can remedy.

			There is a sleek black Volkswagen parked at an awkward angle in the mud outside, and she knows that Gran has a visitor because it is too late for anyone to still be hiking Mount Lofty. She pulls up the handbrake and it is loud in the twilight quiet of Waterfall Gully. The house gives away nothing else about its unexpected visitor. Gran has the shutters closed already.

			In the doorway, Delaney collides with a woman much shorter than her who looks up with frightened eyes and says, ‘Oh.’ She looks over at Gran, who is not far behind.

			Gran says, ‘Olivia, this is my granddaughter, Delaney. Don’t worry about Delaney. She is like you and me.’

			Olivia says ‘Oh’ again and Delaney sees, through the gloom of the entrance hall, that she is young. Much younger than she expected, young enough for the Volkswagen outside to sport L-plates, and now the lack of them is telling.

			‘I don’t want my parents to know,’ Olivia says to Delaney, as if needing to explain why she is here. She is clutching her handbag to her front, hiding or protecting the collection of natural termination ingredients that Delaney knows is resting there in the folds. Gran will have told her to wait until she is comfortable at home to take the tisane. Olivia will have asked if it will hurt. They always do, because it seems that it should. But Gran will have told her that it will feel like an unusually heavy period, the embryo released in a clotted flow like an early miscarriage. It’s possible she won’t even be able to tell what portion of her blood contains this small mass of cells that are the thing that could break her.

			‘And Olivia?’ Gran says now, as the girl takes a shaking step down to the garden path. ‘If you can, stop by a car wash on your way home. Your parents might note the mud in the tyres.’

			‘Oh,’ Olivia says.

			Delaney understands.

			It is the shape of an empty womb, this syllable. It is the sound an embryo makes when it departs. Oh is the space that the Haunting occupies, is a body curled in on itself. Oh is the sound Delaney’s young breath made the morning she threw up and realised she was late all in one instant. Oh is suffocation, the soft sound of breaking, the first syllable of grief.

			Oh is the thing Delaney and her grandmother scream at the moon on the night of every termination, letting go of all of the Ohs in one big Oh that rattles the wind spinners, shakes the weathervane, snakes through bush pea and settles in soil.

			The Eriksons, in their sharp-edged house next door, never cease to complain about these Ohs. Gran and Delaney usually take their rituals into the trees, by the creek’s edge, but the Eriksons once came down to ‘inspect the noise’ and caught them in the throes of their shouting and this is just one of the reasons that their neighbours whisper them as witches or, at the very least, spinsters, crazy cat-ladies. Delaney used to worry that, eventually, someone like Mark Erikson, who likes their fences high and their gardens tamed, would catch on to Gran’s rituals, know them for what they really are, but this is another reason why Gran chose Waterfall Gully. Of all the cars parked haphazardly in the mud on the side of the road for kilometres, nobody can tell the difference between those waiting for hikers returning from Mount Lofty and one that waits to welcome a mercifully emptied woman.

			Gran and Delaney watch Olivia drive away with unpractised turns of the wheel and Delaney wonders how she managed to make it through the meanders of Waterfall Gully Road in one piece. Mark Erikson rumbles his wheelie bin into place at the bottom of his driveway. It starts to rain.

 			

			That night, after the ritual, Delaney sits on the floor in front of the TV as the rain rattles the shutters and Gran’s knotted fingers work tight braids into her hair. Her scalp tingles with the tug of Gran’s hands and when she is finished, Delaney curls up on the rug like she is fourteen again and fills her head with reality TV dramas. After a while, she drifts off to sleep. In her dream it is a dew-soaked winter morning, and she takes a cup of green tea outside to find that a kangaroo has crashed a path through the garden, leaving behind a litany of trampled wind spinners. Delaney wakes on the dew-soaked rug. But no, that’s not right. She wakes in a creek; she is swimming; the house is full of river water.

			Oh.

			The water is frigid and has soaked Delaney’s thin pyjamas through. She marvels that she didn’t wake sooner, but she has got so used to sleeping through whatever strange games the Haunting plays at night that the stark reality of the chill did not register until now. Gran is slumbering on the couch and Delaney shakes her awake.

			

			Outside, the Eriksons’ car is mired in the middle of the road, tyres deep underwater. Gran and Delaney watch her marigold windmill wash away down Waterfall Gully Road with the roaring waters. Delaney is too late to try to catch it.

 			

			Emergency services evacuate the residents of Waterfall Gully and Delaney doesn’t know who else to call but Jude, who drives them back to Rostrevor. His housemate is away for the week, so Jude installs Gran in Daniel’s room. Delaney has never seen Gran look small before now, standing among Daniel’s detritus, wearing Jude’s sweats and an old Colour Run t-shirt.

			‘I’ll be fine, Delaney,’ Gran says. ‘Go and get some rest.’

 			

			When Delaney emerges from the shower, she doesn’t get dressed but slides herself straight under the duvet in Jude’s bed and curls onto her side. She has no stomach tonight for being covered in his scent. Jude murmurs in the bed beside her and moves to layer his body on hers.

			Delaney feels like a house overrun with guests, a sink spilling over, a creek bursting its banks. She squeezes her eyes shut and tries to find some way out of it all in the silver spots that swim in the dark of her eyelids.

			Jude is hard behind her.

			‘I’m glad you called me,’ he says. ‘You know I’m always here for you. Let me take your mind off it for a while.’

			His lips find the nape of her neck where only tonight Gran had scraped careful fingers through the soft hair there to pull into braids, and Delaney had soaked herself in the easy being of the moment. Things were so simple, just her and Gran and the Haunting. Jude’s lips leave trails of saliva like pond scum. Maybe it is the flood, but suddenly Delaney can’t seem to get back to him, can’t remember a Jude before this one, who feels wrong like all the others.

			‘I can’t, Jude.’ Delaney’s voice wavers. ‘I’m too full already. There’s nothing for you here.’

			‘I don’t know what that means,’ Jude says, his body shifting further over hers. ‘Come on. You’ve got me; you’ve always got me.’ And he presses himself inside of her.

			Delaney is too tired to keep protesting. She is too full of swallowed things, gutter of a womb overflowing with weeds. And yet, this time, they really are only phantoms, because she knows in the way that her hands don’t remember anything anymore, cannot feel anything except the scrunch of the sheet under her fist and the whitening of her knuckles, that the Haunting has gone. It has abandoned her and Gran, let itself be taken with the river as it cleaved new gullies through their house. Now, there is only the smell of the flood, like mud and rotten earth, and Jude’s hands digging at her, feeling like someone else’s.

 			

			We are scattered by the gully waters that tear up our windmills. We are taken by the current. We snag on the sharp edges of the house next-dwelling and next-dwelling after that, we are tumbled through a garden shed and take with us empty plant pots as the spiders who found a dwelling inside them drown. Some of we float with the trash that has spilt out of overturned bins.

			

			Our ones go where we cannot follow.

			We try to cling to their soaking sweaters. We try to latch on to the tread of the tyres on the truck that takes them away through the rivered road. We throw out our scent of womb-rich blood, but it does not find them. We are left to the water. We are left to the wind.

			We are shattering. We search for our two ones by the smell of their grief, their worry, their defiance. Instead, we find other emptied ones. In the place of the myrtle blossom, we find the one who owns the child who had coated Delaney’s hands. We remember the spot of saliva warm on her thighs. This one stands vacant at the kitchen sink, watching through the window the branches of the myrtle tree thrash in the wind, while the small one screams itself raw in the nursery.

			Some of we are elsewhere, along a road tunnelled by plane trees, where the young one from earlier today dwells. She is not yet empty, but oh so close. We feel a tightening in her womb, and she is running down a hallway to a room covered in white tiles and fluorescent bright.

			We and the older one watch the myrtle tree shake while everything inside of we and she pushes against her skin, straining to get out. Her breasts are stretched taut with milk and her depth perception has gone funny, as though her eyes start two feet away from their sockets. She was emptied years ago, not by our two ones, but emptied nonetheless, and now there is this small one, who is pink and wrinkled and possessed of lungs that feel bigger than he, and there is something of that old fear in her.

			We curl over ourselves. We hear the wet slide of the young one’s mucus-laden blood into the toilet. We are an ever so slightly bigger we.

			

			But exhaustion smothers us. She at the window wonders what it would take to stop the aching-lunged one from crying and it is not we who show her her own freckled hand snaking over his mouth.

			The plane trees paste slimy leaves on the skylight high above us and the rain rattles against it, but we are temporarily shrouded in the young one’s hair as we and she touch her forehead to her knees and stay there until we feel the pressure ease. We and she whisper our sound.

			‘Oh,’ we say.

			The myrtle tree is stripped to the sound of the older one’s ‘Oh’, expelled on a sob, drowned by the small one’s screams.

			And then we feel them. We feel our two ones, one papery and clouded by the scent of unwashed sheets, one bare and numb and losing herself.

			We rile. We riot. We cannot help it.

 			

			Delaney wonders how it is possible to feel this numb.

			I believe …

			I believe in …

			She thinks of their beautiful garden and imagines the boots that will be trampling whatever is left of it as their house is sandbagged by emergency crews. How could she already be forgetting what Gran looks like when she is not shrunken by another man’s clothes, enclosed inside another man’s walls? Somewhere in among all this comes the realisation that Jude has not worn protection.

			

 			

			Oh.

 			

			We find our two ones by this sound. It is our sound.

			Jude’s dwelling is unadorned and close together with the next, only one wall separating them. Sounds mingle and we feel easily through this wall the people next-dwelling, sleep-breathing and shuffling bare feet to the bathroom. We cannot reach Delaney, flooded as she is with him. But we seep under the door to the room where Gran lays.

			She is mourning us.

			As we fight our way through the smell of some other he that coats her, we see her cloudy eyes blink back tears she has not cried since before she became our carer. She is thinking of Delaney, and she knows, as we do, that our young one has come unmoored under the weight of he who we are not pleased to have met.

			We rile. We riot. This time, we can help it.

			We layer ourselves on the papery skin of our old one and feel her body shake with the familiar, viscous flooding of us.

			We are home.

			We and she lift our creaking frame from the bed and go to the wall that separates our two. We and she splay our etched palm, the plaster so cold on our skin it feels wet. We and our two ones are overrun and howling, but we wait for the moment we feel our young one’s own hand come to meet ours, for the moment they two come back to themselves.

		
	
		

		
			After Tracie’s Car Crash

			

			
	

Really, Tracie is a bit of a daredevil. This is something that Lola has discovered. Tracie likes ice skating the most, but it doesn’t give her the thrill she craves. So, when Toby comes into their bedroom and asks Lola, ‘Wanna send Tracie down the hill?’ she agrees only because she knows Tracie is growing tired of the pool party.

			‘Wait,’ Lola says. ‘Tracie needs to change.’

 			

			Toby is already waiting for them out the front. He is eating Uncle Tobys Fruity Bites, dry, out of a ziplock bag – he’s always trying to say he invented them, on account of the name – and Lola asks if she can have some. Toby holds up the bag and considers the quantity before dropping two Fruity Bites into Lola’s hand. They walk to the driveway. Toby’s holding the jeep by its window frame and Lola’s got Tracie all ready to go in her purple spangled ice-skating costume, paired with a crooked ponytail, the best Lola could do on such short notice.

			The thing about the driveway is that Lola and Toby’s house is built on a hill, so the driveway slopes way down. When adults park their cars on the driveway, they must do the handbrake extra tight because if they don’t, their car will go rolling down the hill and over the road and into the Ravine on the other side.

			That’s what the Ravine does. It swallows things.

			Lola knows this about the Ravine because two reasons: reason one is Lola’s parents always tell her and Toby that they can play out the front, but just don’t go in the Ravine, because it’s dangerous. Reason two is it’s most likely what took their cat, Noddy. 

			Lola thinks about how Noddy never had a mum like she and Toby do – they found him behind the Para Vista Shopping Centre, next to the blue St Vincent de Paul bins that vomit clothes and plastic bags from their mouths. They tried to give Noddy a good life, after that, but he was a daredevil too, like Tracie. He loved exploring in the Ravine and didn’t know not to go out on a day when the Ravine was dry and thirsting. It swallowed him for sustenance, though really, Lola thinks Noddy would have hardly satisfied the Ravine, him being only a small cat. It would be like eating only one chicken nugget. Or two dry Fruity Bites.

			Lola hesitates at the top of the driveway because the Ravine is hungry again. Crouching across the road, feasting on the light. It’s maybe – Lola checks her Saddle Club watch and invents a time that feels right – five o’clock, maybe half past five, and the Ravine is darkening. It’s always the first place to go dark. Lola’s dad explains it like this: Remember that time we went up onto the roof, Lolly? And we could see all the way out to the ocean? Lola remembers. There were the tops of the gum trees, stuck out from the Ravine like a witch’s crooked fingers, the houses on the other side, the distant hills of the landfill, all brown like grandma’s teeth, and then the blue, blue ocean. Largs Bay maybe. Or Semaphore, though, squinting, she couldn’t tell if there was a ferris wheel or not. Her Dad explains, The Ravine is kind of like a hole. The land is much lower than all the rest, which means, when the sun goes down, way out there on the beach, the lowest places are the first to lose the light.

			Looking at it now, Lola is certain the light is lost only because the Ravine steals it.

			Even so, Toby is committed to sending Tracie down the hill. The game is very simple and works like this: one of them sits at the top with the jeep, and one sits at the bottom to be the catcher. The one at the top puts Tracie in the jeep and then lets go when the catcher is ready, and Tracie drives down the hill.

			Lola is almost always at the top because Toby doesn’t trust her reflexes. The concrete of the driveway is rough on her bare legs and still holds the day’s heat. Toby sits cross-legged in the gutter, arms out like a goalkeeper. Lola installs Tracie in the driver’s seat and levers her arms at the wheel. Tracie looks determined, daredevil eyes fixed firmly out the windshield. Toby calls 3, 2, 1, and Lola releases.

			Immediately, Tracie starts to drive the jeep wide, outside of the reach of Toby’s arms. No, Tracie!

			There are no seatbelts in the jeep.

			The purple wheels rattle. Tracie’s ponytail jumps as the jeep kicks off the end of the driveway and onto the road, jolting at speed across the cracked tar. The Ravine waits with its mouth open. Here comes the chew-chew train.

			

			Tracie crashes into the kerb on the other side of the road and the back wheels lift and carry over, capsizing the car and trapping Tracie underneath. Lola holds her breath and waits for the Ravine to reach out snaking fingers and snatch Tracie from the wreckage. She already knows the sounds Tracie would make going down. Lola lost a half-deflated netball to the Ravine in a very similar game last school holidays. It had leaped through the trees, too eager, and disappeared. Lola and Toby had stood and listened to the snap and crackle of the netball being digested. Toby said, ‘It had a hole in it anyway,’ and the Ravine belched a flock of rosellas out into the sky.

			Now, Lola stands up then runs unsteadily down the driveway, stopping at the kerb. This is as close as she’ll go, but Toby is braver. He looks both ways and crosses the road, bending on the other side to lift the jeep. Tracie comes tumbling out of the open roof. The Ravine has marked her for slaughter: dry gum leaves cling to her hair and catch in the sequins of her ice-skating dress. Toby stacks the victims in Lola’s arms and says, ‘Idiot. Next time do it in a straight line.’

 			

			The next day, Lola and Toby’s father prunes the ivy that blankets the back fence. He’s wearing long sleeves and thick gardening gloves, but Lola can see that the skin on his neck is already hiving. He fills up the green waste bin quickly and Toby is allowed to stand in the bin and crush it all down if he puts on long pants and his gum boots. Lola asks what their dad will do with the rest of it.

			‘We can dump it in the Ravine,’ he says, and Lola’s heart catches. ‘It’s technically not allowed, but I can’t have it lying around.’ He wipes sweat off his brow with his sleeve.

			

			‘Won’t that make it angry?’ Lola asks.

			‘Who? The council?’

			‘No, the Ravine.’

			‘The Ravine doesn’t have feelings, boofhead,’ Toby says.

			Their dad grabs him by the armpits and lifts him out of the bin. ‘Don’t call your sister a boofhead.’

			Lola looks at Toby really hard. He’s always doing things like this, like pretending he doesn’t believe in stuff when Lola knows he does. Just yesterday, after Tracie’s car crash, they had talked about how the trees had seemed to whisper to them, birds they couldn’t see screaming from somewhere deep in its throat. Probably the reason is this: Toby thinks he’s too old to be scared of the Ravine now. But Lola thinks that it’s their fear that has kept them from ending up like Noddy.

 			

			Their dad guides wheelbarrows full of ivy back and forth from the Ravine. Toby follows him around, still in his gum boots. He’s not wearing socks, will probably be sitting on their bunk bed at the end of the day with his feet all bare and pongy. But that’s a problem for later. Right now, Lola watches from the top of the driveway as her dad enters the trees with ivy in his arms and disappears. She can hear crashing, like rain on grandma’s metal roof, and reckons he must be wrestling with the Ravine. It’s not worth it, Lola thinks. It’s not worth losing their dad just so they can get rid of the ivy. Toby is hanging around at the kerb and the next time their dad comes out, he asks Toby if he wants to see down to the bottom. No, Toby!

			Toby says yes.

			

			Lola watches as he holds onto their dad’s arm and tilts over the edge. Lola holds her breath.

			Toby comes out unscathed. He runs up the driveway to where Lola stands.

			‘Lolly! You won’t believe it!’ he says, breathless, his cheeks flushed like he’s been playing Marks Up in the cold.

			‘What did you see?’ Lola asks. Her voice sounds very small. She pulls it back in and tries again. ‘What did you see, Toby? Not that I really care or whatever.’

			‘A trolley.’

			‘A trolley? A shopping trolley?’

			‘Yeah! From Coles. It’s all dented and twisted like the Ravine’s been chewing on it.’

			Lola tries not to panic. ‘But how did it get there?’

			‘Telekinesis. Has to be.’

			This is new. This is new and too much. If the Ravine has developed the power of telekinesis, none of them are safe.

 			

			In the evening, Lola is standing on the Bear Chair at the island bench, helping her mother peel potatoes for tea, while Toby gets to play on the computer. Tracie is on the bench next to her. Lola has fashioned shin and elbow guards for her out of an old toilet roll and some rubber bands. Just in case.

			Lola’s dad finally comes inside and her mother looks up from her potatoes – she has peeled three, quick and efficient with the small knife, while Lola is still working on one, trying to dig out the dark spots with the peeler.

			‘God, you look a mess,’ Lola’s mum says. She’s right. His hives are creeping up onto his chin and his shoes are thick with dirt and dust. Lola checks for teeth marks.

			‘Found something interesting in the Ravine,’ he says and then stops, seeing Lola there at the bench, frozen mid-peel.

			‘What did you find, Dad?’

			‘Never you mind. Where’s Toby? Go and get your brother and the two of you can pack up all my tools into the shed.’

			Lola does as she’s told and leaves the kitchen, but stays just inside the doorframe of the hallway where her dad can’t see and listens to him tell her mum about a severed cat’s head.

			‘Noddy?’

			‘No, poor bastard’s only dead recently. Head clean lopped off, like a fucking guillotine.’

 			

			Two weeks later, at the dinner table, Lola and Toby’s parents announce that they are looking for a new house and also that they are going to have a new little brother. Lola and Toby stare at each other very hard over their tuna mornay. Lola had told Toby about the cat’s head and they both know that this, now, is because the Ravine has become too monstrous. And there is nothing that monsters like more than babies. Lola will miss the black and white checkers on the kitchen floor, and the clown curtains in their bedroom, but she decides she will not be sad.

			That night, before bed, she and Tracie glare out the window at the Ravine across the street, eating and eating the light, waving skeleton arms, rattling and hissing in the wind, and she whispers her dad’s swear word to the beast. F you, she says, her voice just a breath, but her mouth making sure it forms the words clearly and purposefully, e-nun-ci-a-ting, like the music teacher always tells them. She goes to the doorway, flips on the light, and her own reflection immediately replaces the Ravine. With two big hefts, she draws the clown curtains closed and thinks about her new bedroom.

		
	
		

		
			Wish Fulfilment Pty Ltd

			

			
	

There was a time I thought you could dance to anything if it was played loud enough, but I’ve come to learn that music is a lot like dreams: volume doesn’t equal soul. I try all three floors of the new HQ and wonder whether the music these days has lost its colour, or if it has always been this way and this is just another grim symptom of being a woman on the knife edge of thirty. In the end I decide the ground floor will do. Up on the stage the DJ pumps a fist and pretends to manipulate an unchanging baseline that vibrates my sternum but doesn’t penetrate it, stays humming on the surface. This is fine. It will be easier to focus this way.

			I head straight to the bar. This kind of work is always better with a drink in hand. I try to ignore the way the hair on my forearms snags on the sticky surface as I lean to get a young bartender’s attention, flashing my platinum card between two fingers like a cigarette. This trick works faster than any pair of carefully laid breasts and results in much less dry-cleaning. It’s been a while since I’ve really been out – in fact, it’s been a while since I’ve done this kind of creation – but there are some things you don’t forget. I play roulette with the specials menu and end up with something pink and swirly that tastes like maraschino. Too sweet for my liking, but it’ll give my lips a flavour so I can get a feel for his teeth.

			I survey the thick mire of bodies on the dance floor. I’m not looking for faces. A face I have. Now, I need his frame, his flesh, the nooks and crannies. The lights strobe everything blue and a smoke machine hisses acrid vapour, shrouding everyone’s bottom halves. I’ll have to go in.

			I can’t remember the last time I hit the dance floor with no other purpose than to dance. After a while, every dance floor becomes the same scene: a mass of bodies without faces, shop window mannequins who’ve learnt how to two-step in the dark. I tug the neckline of my dress down further, hold the bubblegum drink above my head, and sashay into the heaving fray.

			There.

			A silver belt buckle, leather wrapped around a slim pair of hips. I make eye contact with him and shimmy closer, slide a hand up his stomach, over his chest. Nothing but hard muscle resistance. No good, then. I spin away.

			The second looks more promising. He’s confident, but not overly so. Nicely weighted, thin, but not too hard, a hint of softness around his middle that I can make out through his tight-fit white t-shirt. We go through the motions and I run a hand over him, exploring, checking off the list as I go: a little cushion on the belly. Check. Some strength to his arms. Check. A tush you can get your fingernails into. Check. I turn around and press myself against his crotch. His hips move out of sync with mine like the badly dubbed Jackie Chan movies I used to watch as a kid. I get a vague sense of size. Miriam hadn’t been too specific in that department, but I provide a high-quality service. I set my drink down on a nearby shelf, sticky and piled high with half-finished cocktails, then turn and throw my arms around his neck, dig into his hair and crush my lips to his to speed up the process.

			His lips are thick and pillowy. This might cause problems.

			Miriam had stipulated she wanted thin lips, so that’s what I’ve given my creation. It was something she read in a glossy somewhere, that thin-lipped men held more secrets; the more mysterious, the better. I’ll have to deal with the problem of the lips later. Right now, I’m conscious of how little time I have left to get this done. I started this job later than I normally would, but I hadn’t anticipated just how long it would take to make Mr Holmes’s tulip field sing. I’m behind schedule.

			Sure enough, his teeth scrape at the cherry on my lips and I file that feeling safe at the back of my mind. I pull his ear to my mouth and say, ‘You wanna get out of here?’

			‘Your place or mine?’ he asks.

			I try not to pay too much attention to the timbre of his voice, don’t want it sneaking in later to mess with what I’ve already given my John Lucid.

			‘I have housemates,’ I lie.

			‘I’ll get us an Uber.’

			Outside, the night cracks open, spilling its neon yolk onto the throbbing pulse of Hindley Street. Girls giraffe down the pavement on towering heels. The white manes of two police horses strutting up the road hold my attention enough that I don’t have to register my companion’s name as it follows the alcohol warmth of his breath into my ear. We dash through a slow-moving line of taxis to our Uber pulled over on the other side of the street and the doors seal off the sound like we’ve just plunged into a diving pool.

 			

			We don’t have to go far, skirting around the parklands until we reach the endless roundabouts of Grant Avenue. My ears still ring with the soulless tune from HQ when we’re spat out into the quiet of Toorak Gardens. My companion leads me to a set of units and fumbles with his keys long enough for my hearing to return. I allow myself to briefly wonder what he does for a living to be able to afford what surely must be pretty exy rent – even wonder fleetingly at the possibility of him being a lucid dreamer like me, however improbably – but I remind myself that I have a job to do, which does not involve small talk.

			I tell him to keep the lights off. I need to concentrate. His hands are a constant fumble, reaching for the softer parts of me around my dress. But I tune it out, focus on my own hands, make sure to explore every ridge and river of him. He starts to undo his fly, but I need to know what his body feels like fully unclothed, pressed all the way up the length of me, nothing but skin. I pull away and slowly undress, encouraging him with my eyes to do the same. One last sensation to file away. When he enters me, I take note of that initial feeling of being filled by him and only then do I let myself zone out. I don’t really need to be here for this part; I’m confident Miriam can take care of the rest herself.

			When he’s done, I fill up the time it takes the Uber to arrive by making excuses and empty promises, then get dressed and leave.

			

 			

			My apartment in Glenside is another two-minute Uber ride from Toorak. I have the driver drop me off at the entrance to the complex and stroll the rest of the way, carrying my shoes. The night is balmy and the smooth tarmac is warm on my bare feet. I meditate on the sensations received from my HQ companion, keeping them layered on my skin like silk sheets. Glenside is too close to the city to see any stars, but I tip my head back anyway before swiping my card at the lobby door. My bed is a magnet that pulls at me. The stars in my dreaming space always make up for what my real world lacks.

			My apartment occupies premium space on the fifth floor; the view’s one you might kick a puppy for. Inside though, I keep it sparse, monochrome. This is my secret to success. New players to the game often struggle with their focus; a lot of people can lucid dream, and that Alice in Wonderland kind of creativity is more common than you might imagine. But in this industry, precision, detail, crisp edges – these are the things that earn you top dollar. I surround myself with dull, uninviting things because it keeps my brain clear enough to focus only on the job at hand. Right now, everything must be John Lucid. 

			In the kitchen, I stare at the white tiled splashback until I can push aside the strange chaos of Hindley Street, erase the incongruous sound of a horse’s hooves blending with traffic noise, and focus instead on the rough sound of John Lucid’s voice, the watery surface of his yet-intangible skin.

			I don’t bother taking off my dress, just kick off my shoes and lie down on the bed. I fall asleep fast and make my way up the dirt trail on the side of the mountain to my dreaming space, a towering marble acropolis, with columns that reach up to the sky. Here, the sun is just setting, reaching through the columns with a desperate intensity, like it’s trying to hold onto the side of the mountain. This is Mount Lofty sun in winter, long ago twilight hikes showing up in the doorways of my subconscious. When I walk, my shoes tap in the silence like an old woman’s cane and the sound echoes across the marble. My Lucid is standing in the centre like a Greek demigod, staring up at the sky. His curling brown hair is pulled into a bun at the nape of his neck and his thin lips kick up in one corner in something like mild wonder.

			He’s a fine piece of work.

			Usually, making John and Jane Lucids to grace the stage of the bored middle class’s erotic dreams is amateur work. I left it behind years ago, but Miriam offered me top dollar for the premium experience only someone of my skill could deliver. She’s the trophy wife of some Murdoch media mogul who apparently doesn’t have time for her anymore and this John Lucid is how she will take her secret, ecstatic revenge.

			‘Take off your clothes, please,’ I say when I reach him. His movements are languid and fluid and when he is stripped bare, he lowers his head and meets my eyes through his lashes, not so much shy as seeking my approval.

			His naked body is beautiful. He has everything that Miriam specified, as well as a few details of my own: the dimple at the corner of his mouth, a shining spot of light in each liquid green iris, and a small snowflake of a birthmark low on his right hip, my personal signature. But I don’t have time to sit and soak him in, so I move in close and run my hands over his chest, start to etch the feel of the man from the club onto his previously intangible skin. After my fingers have painted every moment of touch onto the canvas of his body, and my lips have whispered across his face, reconciling the feel of the other man’s deep flesh, with his more subtle mouth, I give him another quick appraisal. Goosebumps freckle his skin and the sun accents a light dusting of golden hairs across his chest.

			‘Do I please you?’ he asks, an acoustic quality to the low music of his voice. And the answer is yes. I admit, I’m a little breathless in a way I wasn’t with the John Doe from the club. I can still feel a heat high in my cheeks.

			It’s fine work.

			And now it’s complete.

 			

			When I wake, I’m still for a moment, listening to my heart knocking quick against my chest. I force myself up and out of my stale dress, replacing it with a sharp grey pantsuit that has proven impossible to rumple, even after an hour and a half on a plane. A glance at my watch tells me it’s four o’clock. I swiftly reapply my make-up, pick up my prepacked carry-on and call my fourth Uber of the night, to take me to the airport.

			The flight to Melbourne is uneventful. From my window seat, I watch the sun rise, rendering the high hills and valleys of the clouds a study in peach and baby pink. I think of John Lucid and my acropolis and the old, regal house that waits behind it. I picture John Lucid’s elegance stretched across the chaise longue in the library. I smile. I think he might be my greatest work.

 			

			At eight o’clock the taxi pulls up in front of Miriam’s sprawling, single-storey stone house in Malvern and she ushers me into a living room cut straight out of a Grand Designs style guide.

			She shifts a few heavy books on a coffee table that’s already tidy and apologises for the mess.

			‘Actually,’ I say, ‘the bedroom will be much easier. We’ll want to be lying down for the transfer.’

			‘Oh yes, of course. Sleeping. Dreaming.’ She winks and gives me a sly smile. ‘We’ll do it in the master.’

			Miriam takes forever to fall asleep. Vaguely, through the dream haze, I feel her foot graze mine, flapping up and down impatiently against the duvet. I wait in the acropolis with John Lucid. He doesn’t speak much, except to ask what we’re waiting for, but I like to look at him, the way the sun lights his sandy eyelashes like filaments of gold. I sit on the marble floor and paint patterns with my fingers, colours sparking bright and fading to pastels. John Lucid sits too and watches. Being next to him is like wrapping my hands around a mug of coffee; he has an unexplainable warmth.

			Finally, a searchlight sweeps the cave in the side of the mountain, just outside the towering pillars of the acropolis. Miriam’s dream. I stand and shake the legs of my trousers back down over my ankles.

			‘Alright, John Lucid,’ I say. ‘This is goodbye.’

			A small frown folds an origami swan between his brows. ‘Why?’

			I place a hand gently between his shoulder blades and point him towards the cave. ‘Go into the light, John.’

			And so he goes, silhouetted black and glowing at the edges. He turns back to look at me right before he reaches Miriam’s light and I think he looks sad. And then he’s gone. I let out three quick breaths. A police horse clips up the path, high-vis vest winking and no rider on his back. I can’t remember conjuring him here.

			

 			

			I doze off on the plane on the way back, but don’t dream. It’s only early afternoon when we touch down in Adelaide and I’m hungry, but too tired to think about lunch. It’s an overcast day and Glenside is as still as a nuke town before a test blast. It’s easy to imagine I’m the last one left on earth. My apartment squats grey and hard in the low light and the silence seeps into my pores as I get undressed and flop onto the bed, sigh at the ceiling. Before long, I’m on the mountain again, night-dark sky now, the acropolis lit by a full yellow moon. When I climb the steps, a figure with his back to me waits in the middle, his silhouette familiar. I know it like my own hand.

			This has never happened before. The transfer shouldn’t be a difficult process. Any minute now, Miriam is going to call, demanding her money back.

			‘John Lucid,’ I say. ‘What are you still doing here?’

			He lifts his shoulders in a gentle shrug and scrubs his fingers along the five o’clock shadow at his jaw.

			‘This is not good, John.’

			‘Isn’t it?’ he says. ‘It’s peaceful here.’

			‘Yes, but you’re not supposed to be here. You were supposed to go into the light.’

			‘I’m yours, Caroline,’ he says, the sound of my name startling me. ‘If I’m still here, it’s because you want me to be.’

			He casts his head back to look at the sky. Stars, yellow and bright as the orbed moon. I think again about the manor house waiting behind the acropolis. All the bookshelves there are empty. I’ve never been able to fill them, even with all this lucidity.

			The police horse is still here. His vest is gone and he tosses a silky white mane, content to graze at the soursobs growing in the grass around the acropolis. It’s as if he has always been here.

			

			John Lucid takes my chin in his long, delicate fingers and the origami swan appears again between his brows.

			‘Do you want me to go?’ he asks softly.

			I close my eyes. I really am tired.

			Still, I’m surprised by how quickly I answer.

		
	
		

		
			Impermanence

			

			
	

Elaine died with her schoolbag on her back.

			It was her fault, really. It took her a while to figure that out. It’s like Ma said: the pedestrian lights are there for a reason. A little extra of your time to wait for the man to turn green is worth it if it means you get to stay un-runover. Ma wasn’t very eloquent, but she was right. It wasn’t worth it. Elaine died with her schoolbag on her back, and now she will never be rid of these damn textbooks dragging her down. Ma was right about a lot of things, turns out. Ma told Elaine that slinging her bag that low on her arse didn’t make her look cool, but more like Mr Bean discovering dancing and it would do nothing but give her lower back problems for the rest of her life. And afterlife, turns out.

			Elaine wouldn’t recommend being a ghost. It’s not a job for a fifteen-year-old. Mostly, she spends her days bumping her schoolbag around Paradise Interchange, scuffing her Mary Janes along the bumps of the yellow tactile paving at the kerbs. By now, she knows all the bus numbers and which zones they service, can guess how new or old a bus is simply by the sound of its engine. She watched the old parking lots get cleared for the new double-decker Park ’N’ Ride, knows exactly how often they lay fresh mulch in the small patches of garden and restock the vending machines.

			Elaine knows other things as well. She knows it was the same man who kept smashing in the screen of the electronic noticeboard whenever it was replaced. She knows that the hard-faced bus driver with the rasping smoker’s voice, who calls every passenger Darl – even the ones who spit at the quivering piece of Plexiglas that stands between them – goes to cry in the silver-cased toilets during her ten-minute breaks, her quiet sobs beating in time with the blinking of the blue ‘occupied’ light on the outside of the door.

			Elaine wouldn’t recommend being a ghost. It’s a pretty shitty occupation.

			*

			All the time, she tries to step off this bus. That dry earth she never got used to, the dust that clung to her like a second skin – even this she longs for now. Just to step one foot onto the ground and know she’s one foot closer to home. Only to get stuck in the doors as they concertina shut.

			In the stories, Baba Yaga’s house stood on chicken legs, so that she could travel the world without leaving home. All those tales made Irina believe death would unlock a new dimension where more became possible. Irina’s spirit house has wheels, and yet she cannot control where it takes her, must simply sit idly by as it drives endless loops of the northern suburbs. Somehow, she has been made into an unclean spirit.

			

			By the time she died, Irina had lived longer in Australia than she had in the old country. But in all of that life, Australia had remained synonymous with homesickness, with reaching, reaching out for Russia and feeling the distance multiply. Every day on this bus shrouds her soul with another layer between her and home. Grey smog, steel, plastic, old faded fabric leaking body odour and fast-food grease.

			Tonight, the bus turns an agonising circle into the depot on Tolley Road. The driver sings a slow melody to himself as he manoeuvres around the other buses, lined up and sleeping stretched out like patients in an infirmary. The bus emits a steady beep as the driver reverses in fits and starts, punctuating his melody with each jerk of the wheel.

			When he leaves, there is a brief moment of shocked silence, as if Irina is truly the last one left, and then the usual suburban night noises reach her. A scraping circular saw at the insomniac crash repairers over the barbed-wire fence. A koala growling in the gum tree of the house behind them, with its old asbestos walls. A muffler snarling as a car joy-rides up North East Road. In Leningrad, the snow used to fall so fast and thick it swallowed the sounds of the city. People went mad in the silence. But if Irina could sleep, she’d dream peacefully in that winter language.

			Irina gets up from the blue patterned seat and walks to the front of the bus. She bends over and presses her cheek to the bottom of the vast windshield and strains her eyes up as far as they will go until she catches a glimpse of the stars. They are not many, but at least it’s not the city depot, where the stars are masked by all the white lights of new, square streets.

			

			Irina misses the sharp wind that cut valleys into her skin, a sting that reminded her she was alive.

			*

			In his years, Geoffrey has walked the Grange train line, return trip, 49,274 times. He has been hit by a train on the Grange line 739,111 times and died exactly once. His shoes are only as worn down as they were 49,274 days ago, but he has gathered so much dust his mouth feels like an entire field of cotton. He can taste the train line’s iron sleepers, coated onto his molars, and every time he reaches the end of the line and glimpses the shocking blue of the Southern Ocean between the limestone bricks of houses (so many houses now), he waits to breathe in the brine of freedom – something like he imagined 49,274 days ago the place after death to be – but his nostrils only remember the smell of diesel fuel and smoke.

			The sky is a waxing summer blue, blue as an alcohol flame. Heat bends the iron tracks ahead, beckoning him forwards, ever onwards to the end of the line. He lost track of the days years ago, knows them now only in number and noise. Day 49,275 must be a Saturday, or else a public holiday, because it is noon and flywire doors still clang open and shut, dogs yap at muffled automobile door thuds, and coming up behind him on the footpath on the other side of the fence are the clattering wheels of a kick scooter. A little girl blazes past, her foot coming down to push the cement away and away. She has a look on her face that says she knows she could fly if only she could get a fast enough run-up. Geoffrey wants to tell her the gravity never goes away, not even when your body does.

			He feels the vibrations of the oncoming train start as pins and needles in the soles of his shoes. In the distance, bells clang as the crossbar comes down over the intersection he passed not too long ago. The little girl skids her shoe along the pavement to halt the kick scooter and turns to face the fence, looks right through him.

			Some days, he likes to face away from the train, know its nearness only by how much it rattles him. Today, he turns and watches it come as the little girl does. In the noonday sun, there is a figure hanging off the outside of the train, a man holding onto a railing for dear life. The man whoops and yells, waves, as if he can see Geoffrey on the tracks and is inviting him to join in. Geoffrey thinks, Why not, and yells back, flinging his arms out wide as the train careens into him.

			The counter in his mind ticks over to 739,112.

			Afterwards, when the train has rolled to a stop at Bowden, Geoffrey sees the man disembark, peeling his white knuckles off the railing and stepping a shaking foot down onto the concrete. He grins at the other passengers as they exit, as if daring them to challenge him, and once they’re all gone, only then does the man let his legs collapse underneath him, take his shorn and sandy head into his hands and sit for a while, cross-legged on the concrete like a sickly child.

			*

			Paradise changes at night. The trees that watch over the carparks grow tall and swallowing. Lights come on under the overhangs, creating strips of shelter where the vending machines still buzz and every splattered stain on the bricks appears darker, more distinct. Blood and sick, spilt soda, wilted cigarette butts. Late-night travellers place themselves in the middle of these small strips of light and avoid eye contact with each other.

			

			The Woman’s sobs get louder because there are fewer roaring buses to cover them up.

			She’s been here longer than Elaine has but The Woman still doesn’t seem to have a clue what’s going on. Elaine figured it out pretty quick. When the last thing you remember is a bus seconds before it wallops you and then suddenly no-one can hear or see you, there’s really only one conclusion. Most of the time, The Woman just circles the same parking space in the back carpark, sobbing and looking all lost, with the right side of her long wool skirt tucked into her knickers and her fist around her car keys. When they re-lined the carparks after the Park ’N’ Ride went in, they marked off the spot under the gum tree in bright yellow diagonal lines to prevent people from parking there, so Elaine can’t help but think that maybe the live ones feel it too. That feeling like Ma’s pumpkins on soup days, getting the pulp scraped out of you, fingernails on your insides.

			The Woman turns circles. Elaine doesn’t go near her with a ten-foot pole.

			*

			In the indigo hours of the morning, men come with metal scrapers to remove the old ad from the side of Irina’s bus. She sees the film peel off the window and thinks, Here is a layer removed, at least.

			And then they unroll the new perforated vinyl, and Irina watches the dawn sky become grainy again, inch by inch, as the ad is laid. One man, propped on a stepladder, glides his scraper along the grey to remove the bubbles. He is old, like her, and his cheeks obey the pull of gravity, hanging off his bones and swaying with the movement of his arm. The perforated film makes him seem like a character on an old, crackling TV set, and Irina presses her hand to the window as if she could feel the static of his skin.

			The two men leave and Irina tries to make out what the new ad shows to people on the outside, but all she sees are shadows.

			She spends the morning watching dust motes drift in sunlight and pretending the distant rush of cars on the main road is the flow of the Neva through Leningrad. A driver comes for the bus when the sun is nearing its noontime peak. They drive the Valley View route, where the streets are wide but empty of traffic, and corner shops blink tired eyes from smoke-stained brick buildings. They pass the Valley Bakery where Irina’s sons, when they were young, used to steal milk crates left in the back alley, to set around the fire pit in their overgrown backyard. These were the days Irina could pretend her sons shared her roots, as she sat and listened to Aleksei repeat to his younger brothers the byliny she had raised him on. Before the fire bans began to extend into winter, and her boys discovered DVDs and AFL.

			She is still mired in the quicksand of memories when she hears her language, loud and pulsing, carried onto the bus. It has been a long while but her ears still quicken to its rapids, as rushing as the Neva, slicing as sleet. The young family sit themselves on the bench facing her and she smiles, for the first time today, or this week. The two girls bow their heads together to whisper, Russian syllables shirring softly. The youngest boy stares right at Irina. She is used to this by now, this unseeing intensity, but then he points and says, ‘Baba Yaga.’

			Irina’s hands tremor. Yes. Yes, please, I am here, she thinks, desperately.

			

			His mother looks towards her and Irina cannot know what she or the boy sees: Baba Yaga, a bent and bitter crone, petrified on the faded blue fabric of the bus seat, or merely a shadow, barely perceptible, like a fingerprint smudged on glass.

			Her heart races. Take me back to the old country.

			*

			If she could just get herself in the car, she could think what to do next.

			Cockatoos yell themselves raw as dawn crawls blunted fingernails across the sky.

			There are days and days like this and she’s still not in the driver’s seat.

			She watches a car come towards her and thinks about moving, but she’s already empty. She sees her death come clear as day. The car flattens her. She deflates, shrivelled, like a forgotten party balloon, like his discarded condom, limp and slimy. Lays under the warm, ticking engine and waits to die. The sky bleeds dark and the car leaves and she waits to die.

			There are days and days like this.

			The cars stop coming for her. Her spot is a bright yellow warning sign. She waits to die.

			Everything else goes on and forgets.

			*

			They come out after it goes dark, the high school kids. Once the cockatoos have stopped screeching and you can’t see the bats winging through the sky, though you know they’re still there, making their silent way. The kids come and Elaine knows all their faces from school, remembers them even though they’ve forgotten hers. Two years ago, they would say her name as they crossed the road.

			This is where Elaine Meyers got hit by that bus.

			Anyone else feel cold all of a sudden?

			Don’t joke, Damo, you know my mum’s clairvoyant.

			Boo!

			They’re Year Twelves now, and no-one brings it up anymore.

			Maddy rides on Damo’s back and Biggsy’s got a hand-rolled durry fat as a highlighter, but he can’t get it lit. Damo and Biggsy brag loudly about that one time they pulled a knife on a man who got all in their face about them smoking durries in a no-smoke zone. It’s probably not true, but it’s the way they kind of want it to be that’s scary. 

			A woman in a pantsuit pretends to take a call. Elaine used to daydream about having a cushy office job when she was stuck in maths class, used to imagine herself striding onto the bus in no-nonsense shoes, a blazer like armour on her frame. Clothes like those make you bigger. A routine, a nine-to-five, these must be the key to feeling like you’re real, to being able to walk upright and outwards. She knows now, watching Damo and Biggsy every night making businesswomen shrink into themselves, it’s just another uniform that will never feel like it fits right.

			Elaine crosses to the east side, away from them. Their silhouettes are moving scars under the flickering fluorescents. She remembers that contagious restlessness, and the frightening intensity of the need always to be moving, to be doing something. Damo and Biggsy play hip-hop through their phone speakers and Maddy dances, something desperate in her hips, which don’t quite know yet how to use their own softness. They’re back on her side again and suddenly so close she can smell the stench of tobacco on them, see the finger-sized red marks on Maddy’s midriff. A bus roars out of the O-Bahn, no servi e written in broken orange lights on its front. For a moment it seems like it will stop, but it passes straight through, clattering back onto the O-Bahn in the distance.

			They get bored, eventually, like they always do, and make their way through the carparks towards the skate park across Darley Road.

			In the back lot, as they approach, the Woman drops her keys and handbag on the ground and backs away, digs her spine into the trunk of a gum tree and yells for help. Biggsy and Damo carry on singing and sauntering, but Elaine watches Maddy stop, as she always does, and swallow hard against that scraped-out feeling, before Damo tells her to get a wriggle on and she jogs to catch up. The streetlights gaze unforgiving on empty parallel lines.

			Elaine lets her schoolbag sink her into the ground and wishes she could just keep going all the way through.

			*

			It’s exhausting to walk for 49,274 days. Geoffrey feels the ache in his bones, the ever-present, vein-dark weariness that grows bigger than his body day by day. The Southern Cross winks in the sky as the last of the sun begins to disappear and Geoffrey walks over to where the tracks branch off, one continuing stoically on to Grange, the other cutting savagely through the suburbs to reach Outer Harbour. He has tried to make his feet stop moving here 49,274 times, has tried to take the second track, to simply decide to go somewhere different. He has failed 49,274 times. There’s a magnetism in the rails that has seeped into his muscles. He is a train without brakes.

			Here, to the left of the tracks, cut out in hundreds of hexagons by the chain-link fence, is the ghost of what once was his own house, squatting in the twilight. It’s an LJ Hooker at the minute – real estate, as he understands it – a hideous brown and yellow sign sitting above the familiar iron lace trim. It was a dentist’s office 271 days ago, a grinning toothbrush decal in the window. Five years before the toothbrush, it was a rental property. Wind chimes danced on the verandah. And before that, newspapers covered the window, and before that, an iron chair with no table sat under it.

			Geoffrey hates this house. He hates all the houses. Every building that comes and goes and the way that, no matter how hard anyone fights it, they remember nothing and nobody.

			Even these train tracks, though he is anchored to them by the iron in his bones, show no signs of remembering him. Not even the stain of his blood, in the spot where he threw himself when he still had a shadow but mistakenly believed he had ceased to take up space.

			The next day, at the Woodville stop, he sees the train-surfer again, first his shorn head and then, gradually, the rest of him as he comes up the ramp. The spectre of a mother sits slumped under the awning, one hand on a perambulator, rocking it back and forth as she stares out at the tracks, unseeing. The train-surfer’s shadow joins hers, laying itself long and slender on the tracks in the low evening sun. They look like giants from where Geoffrey stands sunken below the platform. He wonders whether the man will pay his fee today but knows he will not. Geoffrey thinks, I understand.

			*

			

			All the rest of the day, Irina waits to feel something happen.

			She has been seen, and surely this changes things. Takes her from unclean, unquiet, and delivers her into the arms of the real Baba Yaga.

			Night-time grows like the soft accumulation of snowbanks. At peak hour, they arrive in the city and the bus opens its mouth for business suits. Something of the staticky exhaustion of the ad man this morning in each of them. The bus coughs up bodies at every stop, winding its way through a suburb Irina doesn’t recognise but knows all the same. Dogs bark, crickets make friction.

			Is Irina only imagining she can feel in her eyes the sting of a backyard fire, can see the little boy’s family sitting cross-legged on red bricks, can feel the warmth that the bricks still carry from the day’s sun? Does the night begin to smell of smoke and goulash? Can she hear the sisters’ whispered Russian speaking of ghosts?

			The automatic doors of the bus swallow and slice off sound. They rumble ever onwards.

			Irina knows, all at once, she will ride this bus until it is rubble in a crash yard, and she’ll never make it home. The bus pulls away from the kerb and the passengers forget it the instant they can no longer hear its grumbling. They think about what to make for dinner, think maybe this weekend they might paint the spare room, re-lay the pavers on the patio.

			These streets have short memories.

			Irina, with her longing hands and winter-worn skin, was buried long before she died.

		
	
		

		
			The Man Upstairs

			

			
	

The man upstairs lies on his stomach on the yellowing carpet. He has one ear pressed into the fibres, hands splayed palm-down on either side of his head, listening to the whirr of the standing fan in the room below. But there’s no real way to know, from up here, whether or not she has fallen asleep, and he can’t go downstairs until he’s sure. With his eyes on the doorway, he watches the cat pad into the room, stop and sit quietly, staring. Luckily, Herbert George never speaks unless he wants food and the young woman is diligent about laying down his meat for him every night.

			Eventually, he gets sick of listening, sighs, and lifts himself off the floor ever so slowly. He lies on the bed for a bit and stares at the water stains on the ceiling. Tonight, the Rorschach resembles a bird in flight.

			The man upstairs has been cohabiting the house with the young woman for four days now and is coming to understand that this arrangement could actually work quite nicely. He knows, from a phone conversation he overheard with her mother, that she does not like the upper floor of the house, nor is she overly fond of the basement. As a result, she has not been up here yet, but he is prepared for it, nonetheless. He has removed several items from one of the closets and has placed them in a natural-looking pile in the corner, allowing him enough room to squeeze his frame into the wardrobe, should she ever venture up the stairs. Yes, he thinks, this will work. When the woman is gone from the house, or outside watering the garden, he is free to roam the main floor, pinching small morsels of food from the fridge and pantry and showering and relieving himself in the unused second bathroom.

			Her bedroom fascinates him. Every time she leaves, he finds it in a further state of chaos. She keeps every other room in the house spotless, but the bedroom she has stamped her scent all over. Clothes have been flung every which way and the curtains are only ever half drawn. She leaves the bed unmade and her jewellery and lotions litter the dressing table. Earlier today there was a bikini top hooked over the post at the foot of the bed and when he had run his fingers over the fabric, it was still slightly damp and smelling of saltwater and sunscreen.

			Of course, having her here severely limits his freedom in comparison to the other times that the old couple are away – a neighbour usually only comes in once a day to feed Herbert George and water the garden, giving him mostly free rein over the house – but he is finding it intriguing to listen to the young woman go about her days. She spends a lot of time on the phone to her mother, lying out on the lawn with the straps of her dress pulled down to expose lovely smooth shoulders to the sun. The smells of her cooking drift up to him from the kitchen every night. She doesn’t appear to have a job.

			The man upstairs decides it has been enough time for her to fall asleep and he descends the steep and narrow stairs, painstakingly slow to avoid the creaks. At the foot, he inches his head around the doorframe to her bedroom and sees her asleep on her stomach on top of the covers, the fan blowing a breeze over her bare legs, her body creating gentle slopes over the mattress. Her face is turned away from him, her head just a shadowed mess of hair. He watches for a while, and then carefully unlatches the back door to go relieve himself in a far corner of the garden.

 			

			On her fifth day at Cora and Alistair’s house, Charlie forgets about the garden until five o’clock. As she is slicing a grid into a mango in the kitchen, she remembers the hydrangeas and reluctantly abandons the mango, wanders outside in her sundress and unravels the snake of the garden hose. Suitably armed, she crunches her way through the dense foliage, waving the water back and forth as she goes.

			It did not take long for the shine of Cora’s garden to wear off. Parasols pepper the area to offer shade from the harsh South Australian sun and Charlie has nearly taken her eye out several times in forgetting to duck underneath them. The hose drags behind her in the gravel and leaf litter and every so often she must jerk it like a whip to unhook it from a stone. Watering this garden takes approximately forty minutes every day, even without venturing into the back corners, Cora having allowed that this would be too much work to ask of her and probably not vital with the cooling shade from the magnolias. Cora has dozens of hydrangea bushes of varying size and each needs careful attention and at least thirty continuous seconds of water on it every day.

			Aside from her care of the garden and Cora and Alistair’s cat, Herbert George Wells, Charlie has very few responsibilities. She supposes she should count herself lucky that Cora and Alistair’s trip to Europe had occurred at the same time as she found herself in need of a place to stay. But it’s hard to feel lucky in the face of the last six months. She has given different versions of the same speech a million times now, to relatives, ‘friends’, the concerned middle-aged women at the road runners’ club: Oh, well, you know, to say nothing of the property market at the moment, I never really took a break so I’m really just taking this time to relax and I’m quite certain things will work out the way they need to.

			The truth is far less palatable. A year ago, when her partner Amir had asked her to move with him to Adelaide after uni, there didn’t exist a universe in which she would have said no to him. Amir had been offered a job in cybersecurity and Charlie was working freelance as a copywriter. On Amir’s salary they could afford to live in a decent suburb, but they rented a small unit on the dodgy end of Prospect Road so they could save faster. Six months in, Amir was hit and killed by a drunk driver while making a midnight run to the Afghan kebab shop. Charlie had had a craving.

			Without Amir, Charlie was listless. She didn’t want to go back to Sydney and stay with her mum in a one-bedroom apartment, and she hadn’t had a chance to make any real friends in Adelaide while working from home. She lasted as long as she could in the unit, but she was barely earning an income.

			

			Cora and Alistair were old friends of Charlie’s aunt and somehow heard about her predicament, offering up the care of their house while they were away. Charlie is supposed to use the time to look for full-time work, but the days still feel tangled in Amir’s absence. She has enough in her savings to keep going for a little while without the pressure of rent. She hears the looming necessity of finding a job in the back of her mind like a ticking clock, and yet she is paralysed every time she sits down at the computer.

			So, for now, she waters the garden and she feeds the cat and she tries not to live inside her head. Charlie’s arms are tiring from hauling the hose and there is a mosquito buzzing around her ankles. She makes a mental note to buy a bottle of Aerogard the next time she heads to the shops.

			It’s not just Cora’s garden that is extravagant. Cora and Alistair’s home is one of the oldest in Adelaide, old enough to have an extensive basement floor. As Cora and Alistair gave her the tour, they had explained there was a bed in the basement that she could sleep in when it got too hot, there being no air conditioner in the house. Charlie could not think of any level of heat that would be so unbearable as to force her into a dank and likely haunted basement in the middle of the night.

			There is a second kitchen at the back of the house where Cora runs her catering business. Cora’s son, Evan, is also in catering and would be coming around occasionally to borrow equipment, but Cora had given him Charlie’s number so that he could warn her before he dropped in.

			The upper floor of the house had been tacked on in the 1920s and Alistair cautioned her to hold onto the railing as they climbed the steep and creaking stairs. There were two more bedrooms on the upper floor, and Alistair’s office, where he mentioned the modem was should the internet drop out. It was stiflingly hot in the close rooms and Herbert’s dark cat fur made it appear from afar as if ghosts had left sleeping indents of their bodies atop each of the bed’s ageing white duvets.

			Charlie confines herself to the main floor of the house.

			She has to admit, when she finally finishes the watering, that the garden does look very pleased with itself, crouching now as it is in a rainforest humidity, the air heavy with the imitation of a northern summer. She watches a violet hydrangea blossom bob as it drips, catching the late sunlight, and tries not to tally the litres of precious water she has just wasted on pretty flowers.

 			

			The man upstairs wakes with a start to the sound of another man’s voice calling out through the house. He has no way of knowing what time it is except that it is light outside the window.

			‘Hello? Hello, there? I’m coming in,’ the intruder’s voice calls out, and the man upstairs thinks it odd that a burglar would announce himself in such a way. There are heavy footsteps creaking across the kitchen linoleum.

			Finally, he hears her respond nervously from the bedroom, her voice thick with sleep. ‘Hello?’

			The footsteps are in the hallway now and the man upstairs buffers in the middle of the room, wondering whether he is in any danger of being found out, caught between dashing to his hiding place and wanting to loom over the top of the stairs and let the intruder know just whose territory he is trespassing on.

			‘It’s Evan,’ the other man calls.

			

			He hears the waver in her voice as she calls, ‘Oh … just … just give me a second … I’m … not decent, I …’

			The footsteps keep pounding up the hallway and the man’s heart quickens, both at the thought of her being caught half-dressed and exposed, and with the envy that comes from not being the one who would see it.

			He cannot hear her half of the exchange – she must have gone out the door furthest from the stairs. They would be directly underneath him now. Evan’s voice is unintentionally loud.

			‘I’ve just come to pick up some of Mum’s equipment. You must be Charlie,’ he says.

			Charlie, the man upstairs thinks. He opens his mouth to silently shape the word.

			Her voice muffles through the carpet, incoherent, and then Evan speaks again. ‘Yeah, sorry to come so early, but I’ll just get this stuff and be out of your hair.’

			The man upstairs wonders what she – Charlie – is wearing. There was hardly enough time for her to throw on anything decent before this Evan had stomped his way to her. It occurs to him that the man must have been here before, to know to enter through the sunroom doors, and to know his way direct to the bedroom.

			He hears Evan’s shoes buckle the floorboards in the hall where the stairs are, so the man reluctantly tiptoes his way to the empty closet in the other room, just in case. From here, nostrils filled with cedar and mothballs, he makes out several goings in and out of the heavy-footed Evan and emerges from the closet just in time to watch through the window as Evan stuffs his bulky frame into his car and starts to crawl through the gravel, around the house and out of sight.

			

			Music starts to play softly, an instrumental version of ‘Mad World’, the piano notes drifting up the stairs. He has noticed she does this a lot, putting on music to fill the silence of the house.

			The man peeks his head around the doorframe and is startled to see her sitting on the bottom stair. He almost runs back to the closet, but her back is to him and he is starting to get brave with her. He steps out of the room and watches her rake one hand back through her hair, the other holding her phone outstretched, thumb poised as if to call someone, but the screen is blank. She is still in the threadbare white tank top she slept in last night, with the addition only of small baby-blue pyjama shorts. There are several angry red mosquito bites on her back.

			Her breathing is heavy and he watches the phone start to shake. This Evan has got her riled and the man upstairs feels protective of her. He wants to run a hand under her shirt, along her spine, still warm from sleep, and tell her everything is going to be okay. I’ll protect you, Charlie.

 			

			Charlie sits on the couch in the small lounge room, her dinner discarded on the coffee table. On the chunky old TV in the corner, 10 Peach is cycling through re-runs of Friends. Charlie finds herself tuning out the dialogue and listening only to the laugh track, noting for the first time how raucous the voices are, disproportionate to the joke. It makes her ears ring. 

			Outside, a wind has picked up and the house groans. Herbert George gives her a start when he yells at her through the French doors that lead outside. She mutes the volume and gets up to let him in. He prowls to the doorway of the living room and sits staring at her, tail sweeping a snow angel into the carpet. Charlie blinks slowly, and the cat mewls and slinks away.

			Without the tinny laughter, Charlie is all too aware of every other noise the house is making. The creaks start to sound like thumps and after a while she begins to convince herself that something other than the cat has found its way inside.

			She knows that in one of the shallow basement rooms there is a window that does not close, the only barrier a thin flyscreen that she imagines could easily be kicked in. The window is well hidden around the side of the house by the plum trees, but still, not impossible to find if you’re looking for it. The longer she sits on the couch, unmoving, the more possibilities her mind presents to her. 

			The basement door is where Hebert’s cat flap is. She imagines rabid possums entering and tearing through the rooms down there, the non-perishable food stores, and old files and dust-worn linens. She hears another thump, this one above her head. She knows that this is just the house, noising around on its old joints, but once she has had the thought that someone could be up there, she cannot dismiss it. After Evan’s intrusion this morning, she can’t forget that she is not the only one with a key to Cora and Alistair’s house. What to do next? There is no-one with her for backup.

			In the kitchen she pulls open the knife drawer and stares at the impressive array for a while before settling on a small paring knife. She believes she should be holding a weapon, but she’s also realistic. If the imaginary intruder is human and furthermore male, they could quite easily disarm her and turn the knife against her. Charlie would rather be stabbed by a paring knife than a meat carver.

			

			She sets the knife down on the island bench and pulls her phone from her pocket, her thumb, from reflex, scrolling for Amir’s name before she catches herself. Her mother picks up on the third ring.

			‘Mum, I need you to be on the phone with me while I go around and check the house for intruders. I know it’s ridiculous, but it’s making more noise than usual and I need to set my mind at ease.’

			Charlie’s mum doesn’t argue, so Charlie picks up the knife and walks to the basement stairs. She narrates her movement to her mother as she goes.

			Okay, I’m walking down the stairs to the basement. I’ve turned the lights on … I don’t hear anything. I’m checking the creepy room with the bed … Okay, now I’m checking the office. The storeroom. The alcove. Okay, now I’m going back upstairs. I’m checking the ‘fancy’ living room. Her mother interjects to tell her it’s called a drawing room. Okay, well, the drawing room is extremely dusty and smells like old people but is otherwise free of intruders. Okay. Charlie stops at the bottom of the stairs to the attic floor. Should I go upstairs too? Her mum says nothing. Okay, I’m going upstairs … creepy room … creepy room … oh, Jesus! … It’s okay, it’s just Herbert. Nearly gave me a heart attack. Hey, Herb, you seen anything suss recently? Her mum suggests maybe it was the cat making the noises. Hmm, maybe, but I only just let him in. Okay, flipping the light on in the office and … it’s clear. So, I guess that’s it.

			After Charlie hangs up the phone, she expects to feel better. In the kitchen, she places the knife back in the drawer and turns the kettle on. She takes the notepad off the fridge, finds a pen in the junk drawer and starts to make a list of chores to do tomorrow. But none of these things are really working to distract her. 

			

			Outside, the night is so inky that she sees nothing but her own reflection in the windows. Herbert George has followed her back downstairs and mewls from the hallway, padding silently through the kitchen to graze at his raw steak, the noise of his tiny sharp teeth tearing as the kettle starts to gurgle. 

			Charlie knows it’s going to be a long night. She goes around and turns on all the lights on the main floor and triple checks the locks on the sunroom doors before settling back down to watch the TV on low volume, one ear attuned to the various creakings of the old walls and the wind funnelling down the chimney. The house is still sweating out the heat of the day, but she drags the blanket off the back of the couch and wraps herself inside, lets herself imagine, for just a moment, that she is cocooned inside Amir’s arms instead.

 			

			Through the crack in the wardrobe doors, heart pounding, the man upstairs watches Charlie hesitate at the doorway, tiny knife raised half-heartedly, before spotting Herbert George on the bed and entering the room. She places the knife briefly down on the bedspread to give the cat an ear rub, he suspects more for her own comfort than the cat’s.

			The man upstairs has never been this close to her before. He hasn’t quite worked up the courage to go fully into her bedroom of a night-time, instead watching in the doorway as she turns from stomach to side and back again, the sheets pulled down to her waist as the standing fan rattles a breeze over the skin of her arms. In fact, a fear of his is that he won’t ever be this close to her again. At the moment, he is too concerned about getting caught. But here she is, a mere arm’s length from him now, near enough for him to smell the Aerogard on her skin, and the sheer effort of keeping his hands locked to his sides, his breath small and untraceable, even as his pulse thrums, makes him feel dizzy. The knife sits, stark against the yellowing white of the bedspread.

			His eye strains through the crack. She speaks to Herbert George and whomever is on the phone crackles faintly. He watches the narrow slit of her retrieve the knife, turn away and leave the room. He waits a long time after he hears the creak of her feet back on the stairs before he pushes out of the wardrobe. The air feels thick with her scent. He wipes the sweat off his brow.

 			

			When Charlie gets back from running errands in town the next day, there is a pizza oven trailer sitting askew on the driveway and her heart quickens. She takes a moment to convert her fear into a far more useful anger. Dust gathers in her sandals as she stomps through the gravel. The front door is locked. She calls Evan’s name when she enters, glad that her voice comes out clear and level. But Evan is not there. He must have been and gone.

			Charlie goes back out to the driveway and gives the trailer wheel a weak kick. It doesn’t satisfy her.

 			

			Some days Cora and Alistair’s house feels so full of absence it’s suffocating. Other days, for no reason that Charlie can visibly discern, the house seems to smile softly to itself and she can almost believe her own practised lie, that she is simply on a small, revitalising break.

			

			This morning, getting out of bed is a simple action. She slips out of her pyjamas and straight into the sundress she abandoned in a puddle on the carpet yesterday. She makes her coffee in one of Cora’s blue china cups, spies a PG Wodehouse in the dusty library and heads outside with it. She contemplates getting the watering done early, but decides against it, only turning on the sprinklers that oversee the peppery nasturtiums by the rainwater tank. The heat this morning is surprisingly bearable. She settles in a spot beside one of the verandah’s stone pillars, letting her skin soak up the sun. If she doesn’t listen for it, she cannot hear the rush of the traffic on Fullarton Road.

			Father Tony sends her a message, asking if she’d like to have lunch. Father Tony was Amir’s friend more than he is hers. The two had formed an unlikely pair, meeting through a mutual love of bridge and never minding that they represented two vastly different faiths, not to mention generations. Charlie herself is an atheist, but Father Tony is not the kind to try to convert those who don’t ask for it. Since Amir’s death, he has been messaging her only to check if she is okay and to offer his company, and Charlie appreciates that he has made no mention of prayers or condolences, forgiveness. Today, Charlie decides that some human company might be nice and replies to Father Tony with the address of Cora and Alistair’s house.

			Charlie and the priest sit at the garden table among the hydrangeas, nibbling at cheese and crackers, fresh strawberries and biscuits. Charlie doesn’t mention Amir, and Father Tony signs her unspoken agreement. He talks about the latest goings-on in the primary school parish where he lives and works and they chat about Cora and Alistair’s house and its history, speculate on where the stables would have been. Though they are surrounded on all three sides by neighbours, the noise of the street is absorbed by the magnolias and it is easy to imagine they are somewhere up in the hills, sprawling green on all sides. Father Tony remarks that it’s nice they can’t smell the bushfires here and they settle into silence, watching Herbert stretch in the gravel drive and contemplating the fires. It is already clear these ones will not easily be recovered from and Charlie has that feeling of sitting in the middle of history, watching it being made. Even where her mother is in Sydney, bushfires are raging close enough to alter the air. When Charlie spoke to her on the phone yesterday, her mother had been in the middle of putting her sheets in the washer a second time because the wind had changed while they were drying over the balcony railing, and when she had gone to retrieve them, they were stiff as boards and smelt of bonfires. Charlie’s own washing, though unafflicted by smoke, had had a freshly spun spider’s web making a bridge between her tank top and a beach towel. They had both laughed about the varying perils of outdoor washing lines. Charlie forces herself now to think about the firefighters and all the people losing their homes and businesses. Losing their lives.

			Father Tony deftly steers the conversation back into trivial chatter.

 			

			The man upstairs watches Charlie and the priest from the window in the office. He has opened it slightly, in the hope that he might catch Charlie’s confessional. Forgive me, Father … But from the cadence of their discussion he guesses the visit is a social one. It doesn’t lessen the small mystery that is Charlie.

			

			The man upstairs has taken to filling his time with sketches that he makes on scraps of paper pilfered from the office. With the window open he can hear bees humming in the lavender, the magnolias laden with songbirds. It is a beautiful day.

			Charlie, he whispers. Charlie, Charlie girl. My Charlie girl. He relishes the feel of it in his mouth. A rasp into open mouth and finishing on a love-tap of tongue against palate. What will he do when she goes? When all he has is the shape of her name and the memory of those birdlike shoulders, the way she sighs, long and heavy, in her sleep. He cannot stay here. The owners are unafraid of their own upper floor, not daunted by the prospect of sleeping in the basement on hot nights. There is nowhere for him to hide without the cover of Charlie’s girlish fear. This time of year, in the peak of the Christmas holidays, there will be no empty holiday homes to squat in, and the thought of going back to lifeless days of couch surfing after his time with Charlie feels unbearable. Worse yet is the thought of coming back here the next time the old couple are away and seeing the house stripped of everything Charlie: her clothes, her scent, the music she plays while she showers.

			A willie wagtail alights on the windowsill, cackles, and dives away. The man upstairs sketches its outline in the foreground, Charlie and the priest silhouetted at the table far below. If he had colours, she would be smudged in summer pastels, while the bird and the priest remained black and white.

 			

			After Father Tony leaves, Charlie coats herself in Aerogard and begins the watering ritual. She occupies herself making patterns in the air with the stream of the hose. A parasol deeper in has collapsed and Charlie gets most of her legs wet in attempting to stand it back up while still holding the hose. When she is finished, she emerges from the garden back onto the drive to turn the water off at the tap. She hefts the coil of the hose into a neat pile in the grass under the peppercorn tree and realises, now that she is out of the temporary humid blanket of Cora’s hydrangea jungle, that she can faintly smell smoke. She looks to the sky. As her eyes track back down she notices that the window on the upper floor is propped ajar. No wonder the house is so hot.

			Aside from the lack of an air conditioner, if this window has been open the whole time she has been here, that certainly would be contributing to the heat. She finds it strange that she hasn’t seen it before. She has only been on the upper floor for a handful of minutes all up, once to fiddle with the modem when the internet was down, and once more with her paring knife, entertaining delusions. But still, she thinks she would have noticed.

			Once inside, she takes a deep breath at the bottom of the stairs and then creaks her way up, one hand on the railing and the other brushing lightly against the wall. At the top, the musty smell of warm dust greets her. She goes to Alistair’s office and, sure enough, the window stands ajar. She picks her way through neat piles of papers and old trinkets to the triangle of sunlight that the window lets in and pulls it shut with a bang, securing the latch.

 			

			When the morning alarm wakes her, Charlie’s first thought is of Amir, and all of her motivation escapes in the sigh she lets out to reach over and turn it off. In this house, the sweat from the night blends into the first sweat of the morning. Showers are almost useless and she gave up on the concept of sheets weeks ago. The standing fan wheezes weak breath over her skin.

			Time to get up. Time to get up.

			Get up, get up, get up.

			She spends another half hour stagnating in the swamp of the bed. She didn’t call her mother yesterday, which means it has been a whole twenty-four hours since she last used her voice. She needs to leave the house, but where does she have to go except the grocery store? Can she be bothered catching a bus? Putting on clothes? Moving her legs?

			Get up.

			She reaches a hand in between her legs, working her fingers in slow circles, closing her eyes and taking meditative breaths until the feeling begins to expand outwards, rising from her hips to wash up against her torso, heart pulsing behind her sternum. She exhales, buries herself in this feeling that is somehow both the opposite of grief and synonymous with it. A little death. This morning she lets her voice escape any way it wants to. Mouth, legs fall open. It rises to meet the rhythms of her own hand.

			When she finally opens her eyes, the room comes back slowly. Heat temporarily bleeds out of her as the sweat cools behind her knees.

			Time to get up.

			She flips over and sinks back into sleep.

 			

			It takes him a long while to peel his face away from the wall, to lever himself off the step he’s been glued to, listening to her voice climb. Charlie.

			

			When he eventually turns on unsteady legs to climb back up the stairs, Herbert George is sitting quietly at the top, tail flickering. They stare each other down, and the man is first to blink.

 			

			Two days later, Evan texts Charlie to say that he needs to collect a deep fryer. She leaves it on the stoop and catches the bus to the beach. When she returns, the fryer is gone, but the door she certainly locked when she left is now unlatched.

			If Charlie had any way of getting in contact with Cora and Alistair, she would tell them about Evan and ask them to speak to him. She knows if she told her mother about it, she would overreact, try to buy Charlie a plane ticket with money she doesn’t have, but that’s only part of the reason why Charlie keeps it to herself. The other part is her illogical fear that if she leaves Adelaide, the distance between her and her life with Amir would cause her to forget everything about him. The sound of his distracted hum, the shape of his hand as he waved for the bus, the way he used to say her name. She wonders what the clock is on grief. How long is too long to still be mourning? According to her mother, the inertia should be over by now, and Charlie can no longer blame her inactivity on Amir’s death. It seems to Charlie that grief is less a timer and more like a metronome, marking the tempo of his absence.

			Charlie wonders if Evan is really so clueless about the fact that his blasé comings and goings are an intrusion on her privacy, or if perhaps the opposite is true: that he knows she has nowhere else to go. That she is easy prey.

			

 			

			The man upstairs has no way of knowing when his time with Charlie will be up. He wasted so much time after the incident with the window. Withdrawing, hiding in the closet more frequently, only coming down for the essentials while she was out. He didn’t linger in her bedroom, taking in the scent of her clothes. He didn’t dare open the window, until he started to worry the stench from his sweat was permeating through the house and gave in while she was spending the day at the beach. He had watched her leave with a towel over her shoulder, a bright bikini top showing through her white linen shirt, and knew that she would be gone long enough for him to have a reprieve. He left the window open all day and lay below it, stripped down to nothing, imagining that a cool breeze was her hands caressing him softly. He vowed not to waste any more precious minutes. He vowed to be bolder. He went into her room that night while she was sleeping, and the next night, he knelt by the side of the bed, his face inches from hers, such that he could feel her breath stir the hairs on his face. He stopped short of placing a hand on her cheek but went back up the stairs with a tremor in his legs, his heart beating wildly at how close he had come to feeling her skin. He did not sleep a wink.

			Now he sits at the desk, a sketch of Charlie’s body tangled in the sheets before him, and he decides he cannot live without her.

			Herbert George prances into the office and drops a dead spotted dove at his feet.

 			

			A week before Cora and Alistair are due to arrive home, the bus spits Charlie out at the stop on Fullarton Road and stifling hot wind hits her like an opened oven door. The air gets thicker as she walks, heavy grocery bags lacerating the flesh on her forearms. The smoke on this side of town is the worst it’s ever been and cars rush by with their fog lights on to help cut through the haze. Charlie walks as quickly as she can but knows the smoke has already braided itself into her hair and clothes. She can’t imagine the havoc that the far-off blaze is wreaking now, fuelled by this wind. It will be weeks yet before they can get them back under control. Charlie feels vaguely ill, though she is uncertain if it’s the smoke, the thought of the bushfires, or knowing that her time at Cora and Alistair’s is fast running out and she is still adrift in the fog of aftermath, has made no attempts to find a job or a new rental, or to create any kind of plan at all for how she will move on with her life.

			Staggering through the gates of the driveway, Charlie sees that the hydrangeas are quickly wilting but she cannot bear to be outside for the time it would take to offer them a protective layer of water. The air is tactile.

			She hauls the grocery bags, heavy with kilos of raw chuck steak to portion out for Herbert’s meals, and waddles to the sunroom door. Once inside, she drops the bags and turns to shut the smoke out. But when she takes a deep breath, she realises that the house, too, is thick with the smell of it.

			She thinks immediately of the small window in the basement, and though she does not know how she is supposed to close it when the shutters are glued to the walls, she heads down the stairs to investigate. But the basement holds no hint of bushfire, smelling dank and dusty as it usually does. So, the smoke must be getting in elsewhere. She goes back up the stairs. She hasn’t opened a single window since she has been here.

			

			Charlie stands at the base of the stairs to the upper floor. Her heart quickens.

			She moves quickly back through the house, past her discarded grocery bags, and out the sunroom door, the heat like a plastic bag over her head. Her sandals fill with dust and stones as she hurries across the driveway to the peppercorn tree with the garden hose coiled at its roots, until she can see the gabled window of the top floor.

			The window is open.

			Her mind turns over a million thoughts at once. Until now, Evan’s reasons for letting himself into the house have been catering-related. Picking up equipment or dropping it off. So why did he need to go upstairs when the only things up there are beds and an office? She rationalises: maybe he needed a receipt of some kind. But all catering-related administration happens in the office in the basement, and the one upstairs is reserved for Alistair’s hobbies.

			Charlie knows she has to go back inside the house. Close the window, at the very least. But her heart won’t stop racing. She can feel it pounding violently, like someone is repeatedly shoving her. It’s the same feeling she had when she was younger and she and her mother arrived home from school to find their front door wide open and the window smashed in. They had thought the intruder was still there because they could hear clicking and rustling, but it was only the breeze from outside making the old venetians sway.

			This time, Charlie chooses the meat tenderiser from the kitchen drawer. She doesn’t trust her adrenaline with a knife. Nor does she stop at the bottom of the stairs, knowing the pause would be enough to paralyse her. The stairs groan with each step.

			

			She makes her way in the gloom to the office, where the hazy light from the open window is enough to see that the room has changed. There are papers scattered on the desk, where before there weren’t any. Each is filled with black and white drawings. Of Charlie. Asleep, or watering the plants. With a trembling hand, she picks up a picture and it is clear it was drawn from this window, looking down. Her and Father Tony in the garden. The day she first noticed the open window.

			Evan was there. He has been there many times. Inside the house, without her knowing. Watching.

			She takes in one more thing before letting her legs run. The desk chair. With a t-shirt thrown over the back and a dead bird on the seat.

			Charlie trips and slides down the stairs on her arse, smacks into the walls as she turns down the hallway, and at the sunroom door she trips over the bags of raw meat, her knees slamming into the floor. Her mind is lucid enough to snatch her handbag on the way out and then she is running, without knowing where. She runs up the driveway to the street, along the footpath and out to Fullarton Road, where the noise from the traffic hits her like a brick wall, making her realise her ears had been blocked. She runs to the bus stop but can’t bear the thought of standing still and waiting.

			Finally, the smoke in her lungs makes her start to wheeze and she turns down a side street, slows, and stops in front of a redbrick house with a letterbox made to look like a birdhouse. The label reads no junk mail, and yet there is a round hole for catalogues.

			Charlie pulls out her phone to dial triple zero and realises she still has the meat tenderiser in her hands.

			

 			

			He had fallen asleep. Fallen asleep in the office with his shirt off and the window open, trying to cool down. The wind must have changed and brought the fires with it, and it wasn’t until he heard Charlie on the stairs that he woke. He only had time to hide behind the door before she came in and found the pictures. He had imagined one day showing them to her, but it wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

			Oh, Charlie.

 			

			A police car finds her on Hill Street, still in front of the redbrick house. The adrenaline has since bled out of her legs and she sits on the pavement with her back against the wooden letterbox, staring at the bruises already blooming on her knees, the meat tenderiser forming a bridge across them. The officer drives her the short distance back to Cora and Alistair’s house. The air-conditioned interior of the car is almost ice-cold after so long out in the heat and Charlie feels like a pack-a-day smoker walking into a perfume store, all too aware of how much she reeks of burning.

 			

			That night, after the police have left, Charlie sits in the bedroom, a knife and the meat tenderiser on the sheets beside her, and wonders whether the officers were right. Was she going crazy? Did she imagine everything? She sees the drawings so vividly, recalls the rough paper between her fingertips and the smooth metallic feel of the lead pencil shading. But how can she explain that they were no longer there when the police arrived? Was it possible for Evan to come and go in that short amount of time? The only thing they found that matched her story was the dove, mangled by Herbert George. None of it made sense. In the face of logic, the only thing that did make sense was the police’s suspicions: that she was so foggy with grief, her head and lungs so clouded with bushfire smoke, that she had begun to hallucinate.

			She wants to be anywhere but here, holed up in the house with chairs at all the doors, ears tuned in to every single creak and groan of the timber.

			The police had spoken to Evan, but he had denied being in the house, and since he is Cora and Alistair’s son, and was given a key, he could not be arrested for trespassing, nor have the key taken away.

			Charlie yells in fright when Herbert George makes himself known in the doorway. She remembers the raw meat. It’s still sitting in the bags on the sunroom floor, slowly spoiling.

			Charlie reaches for her phone and finds Amir’s number.

			I’m sorry, she sends.

			An error message appears. Failure to deliver.

			She calls her mum. ‘Mama?’ she says, her voice sounding as it did when she was a child at her first sleepover, using Jane Murphy’s landline at ten o’clock to call her mum to come get her.

			‘I’m booking you a flight right now,’ her mum says, after Charlie has finished sobbing through the phone. ‘Come home, hon.’

			Charlie isn’t sure she has a home.

		
	
		

		
			Myer Is Our Store

			

			
	

They call it ‘the long sleep’. But it felt more like a micro-nap. Like closing your eyes on a long stretch of highway in the flattest part of the bush, and wondering, Was it for a second, or kilometres? Wondering how long your body would continue to autopilot the car in a straight line before your hands slipped off the wheel. That’s what it felt like. Though that’s not how we died. Not all of us.

			We woke up in a Myer. Not all of us, just some. We can’t fathom how the selection process works.

			We woke up in a Myer dressed head to toe in black, covered with a light layer of dust, badges pinned to our chests that displayed names that weren’t our own. Stephanie. Melissa. Sarah. Owen. These have been our names for so long now we have forgotten what they were before.

			In life, we’d always joked that Myer was a brightly lit, sparkling ghost town. Shop workers disappearing the moment you turn to ask for help, every counter empty, escalators like Escher’s staircases taking you nowhere or, worse, somehow, right back to where you started. It was less triumphant than you’d think, finding out just how on the money we were.

			We waited for our retail training. We waited for another ghost in a fatigued black blouse, wearing too much blush to cover the deadness, to show up and take us through each department, explain the probation period and how the commission would work. We waited what must have been weeks, pottering about, fingering furs and sequined dresses, before we realised that the job was whatever we felt like it should be. There’s no way to mark the passage of time here, except for the trickling in and out of shoppers. When there are only ghosts left, we assume it is night-time. Myer remains brightly lit but if we stand at the entrances of each floor at the right time, and stare out at the rest of the mall, we can watch each of the strip lights go out one by one, like slow-blinking cats fighting off sleep. This is also how we know we’re in a Westfield. Which one of the thirty-seven in Australia, though – that’s a question without a road to an answer.

			The first few weeks on the job, the humans petrified us. Their vitality felt huge. It came off them in waves. The more bags they carried, the more alive they felt, as if consuming material goods, taffeta and spandex and tubes of creams, was a bespoke fuel for a designer fire. It made them happy. Sometimes it made them sad, but they did it anyway. Sometimes it made them both things at once and this was the hardest for us to bear. There were no rules, when we first started, that said we had to stay on a particular floor, but most of us liked the top floor, in the beginning. We liked the homewares and the bedding, because most shoppers don’t bother riding the escalators all the way to the top. It takes too long and people don’t quite trust these goods from a Myer, from somewhere that sells everything and specialises in nothing. But sometimes they snuck by. We’d wander through aisles of saucepans and appliances, off guard, and find ourselves snared in their eye contact. They’re in need of assistance. They want to know if it’s non-stick. They want to know if they can put it in the dishwasher. We didn’t know. We had forgotten how to use our voices, or we only knew how to use them too loudly. So, we would point vaguely in the direction of our invisible colleague, eke out a sound that indicated they could help, and run.

			After a few weeks, we might have got brave enough to say, ‘Hmmm.’ To lift up the box and say, ‘I think so? Should say on the box,’ hand the item back and make ourselves invisible again when they turned away.

			We get more comfortable with humanity as we go along. In fact, some of us have begun to crave it.

			Those of us women who have been here the longest work in lingerie. It begins as a deep need. To get close to life again. We take women in for fittings, just us and them in a curtained room, so small we stand close enough to caress their ears with our lips if we lean in to whisper. When we wrap the measuring tape around their chests, the warmth of their skin is startling, intoxicating. We want to drink it, let our hands linger so we can feel their hearts, pulsing. For a while it’s enough to see their flesh textured by goosebumps, the tiny hairs raised. But too long in this position and the intoxication of life starts to turn poisonous. Vengeful. Those of us who become too far gone sell women the wrong-sized bra, only slightly, so the underwire cuts into their flesh, the band strangles or the cups gape. We see the beginnings of it in the changerooms, but we tell them it fits so marvellously and doesn’t that feel good? 

			We make ourselves found only in lingerie and then tell shoppers they cannot purchase their handbags here. They cannot purchase their trousers here. ‘This is lingerie,’ we say. ‘You must take your trousers to apparel.’

			But there’s nobody at apparel. There’s nobody in manchester. There’s nobody in shoes.

			We get them stuck in a loop, so they can feel what it feels like to die.

			We will check out their items whenever it suits us, and it will take too long. We will ask if they have a Myer One card, but it hasn’t got any points on it. We keep spelling their email wrong and they must keep repeating it. We can’t find it in the system. This item isn’t eligible. No returns on clearance stock. No returns on lingerie.

			None of this is anything we have been taught. All of it comes as naturally as no longer breathing.

			Nights, we sleep on bed displays, too short mattresses and too many pillows and all of them scratching. We are dead but we can feel the itch. We are dead but we start to go rotten if we don’t sleep. The bed displays change on their own. We don’t know who does it, we don’t know how. We think the beds are ghosts too.

			The one threat to our jobs here at Myer? The employees in the store who are actually alive. They work on commission and smell like desperation and CK One. Their smiles are built into their powdery foundation. They crowd the fragrance section and as far as we can tell, their sale tactics extend only so far as helping shoppers spritz little strips of paper and telling them to let it settle, that it will mellow on their skin. We’d like to work in this section. We’d like to feel the soft underside of a wrist, trace the blue veins that pump blood so robustly through bodies. But our own skin burns like acid with the slightest touch of perfume.

			The colognes, we’ve speculated, must contain some chemical form of ghost repellent, like surface spray for spirits. Our dead nostrils cannot inhale the scent anymore without it burning through our insubstantial bodies. 

			The workers in fragrances know of our presence, though they never acknowledge it. We know this because they are forever encouraging shoppers to wave their perfumed strips of papers like fans, to give it a good flap, smell it on the breeze. It keeps us away as effectively as an electric fence.

			We still hear them, though, through the floors. We hear them ask each customer if they can help, smell their disappointment when the response is no. Sales, not blood, are their life force. We wonder whose desperation is worse – our throbbing need for life, or their feverish search for purpose.

			At the end of the day, as we line up at the entrance of Myer in preparation to watch the lights xylophone out from one end of the Westfield to the other, we watch as the other workers trickle away through the shoplifting censors where we cannot follow. They turn to look over their shoulders at the wall of ghosts in faded black, a funeral procession of tired eyes, and they spritz on their perfumes and leave us behind.

		
	
		

		
			The Year of the Birds

			

			
	

Inside the house, the kettle is boiling and the Triple M breakfast show speculates from the radio in the corner of the kitchen. Outside, the sky grows heavy, lead-grey with the promise of rain.

			Theresa stands at the sink and watches the towels flap on the washing line. She knew it was a bad idea to hang them up when she did it last night. At the same time as she is praying that the rain holds off till late afternoon when her granddaughters will have well and truly come home from school, her eldest granddaughter, Chrissie – huddled under her desk, her grubby knees pulled up to her chin – is also praying.

			Dear God, Chrissie starts. Hi. I hope I’m not interrupting anything, but this is probably quite important.

			A flash of black and white lands on Theresa’s lawn, squawking, and she finishes her hurried prayer at the kitchen sink and calls out to her husband.

			

			‘Graham! She’s here.’

			Graham takes his time coming into the kitchen, as he always does, everything at his own pace. Theresa makes tea while he stoops to the fridge. The breakfast show presenters argue about the likely outcome of today’s cricket match, and Graham pulls out the greasy parcel of last night’s leftovers from the fish and chip shop.

			‘What are you doing?’ Theresa says. ‘The bird’s here. She wants her mincemeat.’

			‘I know, dear,’ Graham responds. ‘We haven’t got any.’

			‘What do you mean we haven’t got any?’

			‘I mean, we haven’t got any.’

			‘Well, why not?’

			‘Because we used it all and I haven’t been to the butcher.’

			‘She likes the mince.’

			‘I know she likes the mince, but we haven’t got any.’

			Theresa watches as Graham takes a handful of chips outside and settles himself on the window ledge, where the magpie is waiting. Her red eyes flash as she hops to perch on Graham’s knee, beak opening to accept the offerings but hesitating when she sees the limp stem of the chip he holds out. Graham coos but the bird’s eyes are sharp and disapproving. She accepts only a few chips and then flies off before the handful is finished, leaving her grey-feathered sons to scavenge the scraps that Graham scatters over the bricks before returning inside. Theresa considers this a bad omen. Theresa considers most things bad omens, but especially things involving magpies.

			Distantly, she hears the bell sound down the road at Fairview Park Primary and knows that her granddaughters, at the Catholic school further around the block, will be fifteen minutes away from taking their own recess. Theresa has made a banana cake and hopes they will not eat so much at school that they ruin their appetites.

			But at the moment, hiding in gloomy classrooms filled only with the sound of children’s heavy breathing, picking at loose threads on the burlap carpet, Chrissie and her sisters, for perhaps the first time, are not so concerned about recess.

			Later, they will call 2008 the Year of the Birds.

 			

			It begins back in February, when the kids at St Bruno’s Primary School are settling into their new grades, navigating the loss of best friends to another class, a new teacher – who either would or would not become their favourite teacher – and having to get used to regular mass again. And a new priest, to top it off.

			The new priest is younger than Father Andrew. He is Indian, with lightly accented English and a name that the students think is hard to pronounce. Chrissie is wary of him, because he was the priest who’d taken her first confession during her reconciliation ceremony. Chrissie had planned to confess to Father Andrew that she had been the one who’d come up with the nickname they had given Olga that caused her parents to ring the school and toss around the word ‘bullying’, but when her place in the line drew Father Abhinav, she panicked, and confessed instead about sometimes lying to her parents when they asked if she’d brushed her teeth. It wasn’t as much of a relief as it would otherwise have been to get God’s forgiveness for the teasing, and now that Father Andrew is gone, she can never get formal confirmation that Jesus still thinks she’s a good person.

			

			The principal, in her staple black pencil skirt, is officially introducing 5E to Father Abhinav when the inciting incident in the Year of the Birds occurs, quietly, just outside their classroom, to the chorus of their greeting.

			Good morning, Father Abhinav, and God bless you!

			A large, muscled black crow alights upon the schoolbag cubbies and stalks, searching for an opening.

			‘Some of you may know me from last year’s reconciliation. I remember your faces well. I remember how much God loves you and wishes you to succeed here at St Bruno’s.’

			Chrissie’s eyebrows are still frowning the problem of the priest down into her nose when the bell rings for recess, and the kids of 5E swarm out of the classroom to find Alexander’s ham and sauce sandwich shredded, pieces strewn about the bricks, tomato sauce like blood streaking the aluminium benches. Most of the meat is missing and the crow sits, shaking a sandwich crust like a rottweiler with a tug rope toy, white eyes flashing.

			Chrissie meets up with her sisters when the final bell rings at three o’clock, and they wait on Church Road behind the school for their mum to turn up. There is a woman who owns a beagle in one of the houses next to the school and the girls risk wandering away from the waiting carparks to rub the beagle’s floppy ears through the wooden fence.

			‘Guess what?’ Angelica says, and she excitedly tells Brooke and Chrissie that someone in her class had their chicken sandwich pinched by a crow and got a free lunch order from the canteen.

			So it happens that, at first, the crow feasts present an opportunity to the students of St Bruno’s.

			It doesn’t take long for them to realise that if they accidentally leave their schoolbags and lunch boxes unzipped, they can sacrifice their vegemite sandwiches to the crows and upgrade to a meat pie, hot dog, quiche, sausage roll or hamburger, paid for by the school, from the canteen lunch orders.

			The crows and the children alike splurge for two weeks before the school sends home a letter with every student, explaining that it will no longer be offering canteen lunches to students who leave their bags open.

			The schoolyard crows are not, however, contented with picking at chip crumbs from littered foil bags, with scavenging scraps, when they could be dining like kings. Or tyrants.

 			

			By now it is April, and it seems the crows have learnt how to undo zips and it’s true, Chrissie insists to her sisters, as they pat the beagle’s ears and Angelica cries about her butchered lunch. ‘I saw it happen,’ Chrissie says.

			Two days earlier, coming back from the toilet block, dragging her feet along the bricks of the dead-quiet courtyard – taking her time because when else could she exist in the school while it was so devoid of people, when else could she imagine she was the last one left on earth? – Chrissie had heard a rustling over by the Year One cubbies and watched a crow cling to a schoolbag with its claws while its hooked beak clutched the zipper and yanked.

			Chrissie froze like her dad had taught her to do if a bee landed on her.

			Once it had the bag open, the bird disappeared inside before coming up with the handle of a soft Smiggle lunch box in its mouth and tossing it to his friends, who had gathered around like a lynch mob and began tearing at the zippers. Chrissie remembers the sound that the alfoil made, rent by the razors of crow beaks, how quickly they reduced the cheese and bacon roll to crumbs.

			As she had hurried away from the crime scene, Chrissie heard the crows ha ha haaaing at her back. It is a sound they all grow very used to at St Bruno’s as the year wears on.

			Chrissie digs in her bag for the carrot sticks she hadn’t eaten at lunch and offers them to Angelica, who smears a sleeve across her running nose and says a quiet, ‘Thank you.’

 			

			At the same time as the crows are enacting their tyranny at St Bruno’s, magpies begin a campaign just across the road at Tea Tree Gully High. Swoopings become endemic. Previously, the St Bruno’s kids could cross the street at lunchtime under teacher supervision and play Marks Up at Tea Tree Gully’s oval, which was altogether a much bigger space with more blind spots to hide in from the teacher’s semi-diligent gaze. Tea Tree Gully’s oval was where, it was rumoured, Olga had shown Vincent Masconi her new bra in exchange for him writing her book report. But there will be no more lawless behaviour at Tea Tree Gully, not after a Year Seven has a chunk of his white-blond hair ripped right out of his skull by the magpie he tries to aim his footy at.

 			

			This is also the year that Chrissie and her sisters are allowed to walk together unsupervised to their grandparents’ house after school every Thursday. They skirt Tea Tree Gully High then go past the gymnasium and tennis courts and cut straight across Banksia Park Oval. They climb the hill to the playground, purposefully ignoring the treehouse where a maroon jersey flies at half-mast, sleeves tied to the ladder, signalling that the wooden room with the tin roof is occupied. This is where the boys from Tea Tree Gully High and their girlfriends go after school to smoke cigarettes and probably someday die from it. Once, during a rare summer storm, lightning had struck the roof and a girl was sent to the hospital. Chrissie and her sisters weren’t there to see it, but it was whispered around St Bruno’s the next day like legend. It didn’t stop the kids from going up the treehouse, but everybody knows that Tea Tree Gully High kids are like what they see on American teen movies. Dangerous and volatile. ‘That,’ Chrissie’s mother would say whenever they passed a Tea Tree Gully girl in a rolled-up skirt at the local Foodland, ‘is what happens when you don’t have religion.’

			Chrissie and her sisters dump their schoolbags in the bark to have a few goes on the slide, which has recently been upgraded from metal to a plastic one that is far less steep and zaps them with static if their bare skin touches the sides. The playground upgrade was really a downgrade, removing the flying fox, putting spongy tarmac under the swings so they couldn’t dig trenches in the bark with their heels, and there was nowhere to hang upside down, to rejoice in letting their tartan skirts fall over their heads, to abandon the decorum they had to cling to while on the playgrounds at school. Such that the girls don’t really enjoy it anymore. All three know that they are only stalling the inevitable running of the gauntlet down Magpie Alley.

			Once Chrissie has checked her watch at the bottom of the slide, the three girls reluctantly collect their schoolbags and line up at the edge of the bark, staring down the path before them, edged with soaring gum trees on either side and alive with the warbling of magpies. Before the Year of the Birds, Chrissie and her sisters would only have to dodge one or two magpies. But now, like everywhere else, the number of birds has doubled, and the intensity of their attacks heightened.

			In the distance, the memorial rock with its oxidised copper plaque, dedicated to the boy who died of a seizure there before the girls were born, marks the halfway point. Here is where they will rest, crouched behind the stone, to catch their breath. Their grandmother has a lot of superstitious rules. Their dad says it’s because she’s a redhead, though Chrissie can’t find the connection. One of her rules is to always thank a tree for letting them climb it. Another is to say a prayer for the boy each time you pass his memorial. This, the girls come to find, affords them a certain level of protection.

			The three sisters hoist their schoolbags above their heads, crouch like hunchbacks, and run. Chrissie holds onto Angelica’s hand, small and sweaty, her legs slowing to match Angelica’s pace, even as everything in her tells her to fly like the wind. Brooke opens her mouth and yells a battle cry all the way to the stone. Chrissie feels a shove at her schoolbag as a flash of black and white feathers appears in Brooke’s peripherals. A magpie’s claws ricochet off Angelica’s metal water bottle with a vicious ping.

			Finally, sandwiched between the memorial stone and the wattle tree, the girls catch their breath and survey for damage. Angelica’s ponytail, limp from a full day at school, now looks as though she’s just stepped out of a time travel machine moving at warp speed.

			

			When the girls arrive at their grandparents’ house, they let themselves in the front door and find Theresa in the kitchen, slicing strawberries, the radio buzzing in the corner and the smell of fresh washing coming in from the lounge, where a sheet is stretched out over the table and chairs like a wonky circus tent. Within seconds their shoes are off, knee socks following suit, ties undone, shirts untucked. They go out to the backyard in their bare feet to find their grandpa, to see what strange creature he has befriended this week, and find him perched on the window ledge, a large adult magpie on his knee, eating from his palm raw mincemeat the same colour as her glinting red eyes.

			The girls watch her knife-sharp beak snap around worms of mincemeat and think of their backs, lacerated, like Drew Barrymore after her whipping in Ever After. Around their grandpa’s feet, three leaner magpies strut and squawk, ruffling downy grey feathers.

			When their grandfather goes inside, the girls crowd the counter, staring intently at the beaters whirling around in a bowl of chocolate icing. Chrissie turns her attention to the sink, where water sluices away the blood-red stains on her grandpa’s fingertips.

			‘Insatiable appetites, those birds,’ he says. ‘They’d probably eat my fingers if they were hungry enough.’

			Later, after having raced through their homework at the coffee table, the girls are glued to the TV when their mum comes to pick them up. At home, she has cooked mincemeat. Gravy and vegetables. Mashed potatoes. When the girls only shuffle the meat around their plates, she blames their grandmother for stuffing them full of sweets.

			Chrissie and her sisters don’t ever tell their parents or their grandparents about Magpie Alley. The result, they know, would be an end to Thursday afternoons at Grandma and Grandpa’s. Chrissie weighs up the benefits of banana cake and Freddo Frogs against the cost of the run but cannot decide if they are still making a profit.

 			

			Lunchtimes at St Bruno’s become hurried affairs. Crows come flocking from the red gum at the top of the schoolyard and stand sentinel around groups of children, stalking like prison guards on low brick walls. Instead of the usual snack barters – a handful of Jumpy’s traded for three kalamata olives, a VoVo for a Babybel cheese, a Hawaiian scroll for half a fruit roll-up – the students negotiate sacrificial schedules. Whose turn is it to throw their chips to the crows? A sacrifice affords them a small window of time to wolf down their food without fear of being attacked by a crow, though the birds’ sideways eyes, it seems, are always following them, even as their beaks are busy reducing a packet of Shapes to a fine powder of crumbs.

			On Thursdays, to avoid Magpie Alley, Chrissie and her sisters are forced to break their parents’ rules, detouring around the park via the footpaths on the side streets. They powerwalk with their schoolbags jostling and rattling on their shoulders, feet blistering inside their Clarks, to make up the time.

 			

			Under her school desk Chrissie presses a finger into the bruise on her knee and watches the skin turn from purple to white, her fingerprint fading back to purple a second later. This is how Chrissie knows the lockdown is real: Mrs Edgington is not taking the time to mark their homework. Instead, she, too, is huddled under a desk, clutching her walkie-talkie to her chest and furiously shushing. Outside, a crow lets out a sighing haaaaaaaa, but otherwise, a heavy quiet smothers the yard. Chrissie wonders what the danger is and pictures a man, very tall and thin and dressed all in black, stalking around the empty courtyard and peering in the art room windows. She thinks about her and her sisters’ recent detours, and the car that had slowed two Thursdays ago to idle behind them as they walked up the footpath. It would have been easy for the driver to tell what school they went to by their brown tartan pinafores and the golden crest on their school bags. While the world changes, the cross stands firm.

			The classroom rustles. Everyone is fidgeting as the novelty of the situation starts to wear off and the children become bored and restless. Everyone except Chantel, who is happily reading a Geronimo Stilton in the gloom underneath her desk. Chrissie wishes she had a book to read, a scab to pick, anything to do except think about kidnappers. She wonders if she should tell Gloria that her knickers are showing. She wonders if God even listened to her prayer earlier, or if her failure to confess to Father Abhinav about the bullying means that she is not worthy of saving.

 			

			After the lockdown is over, the teachers don’t tell the students anything except that there was an incident across the road at Tea Tree Gully High, but everyone is safe now.

			Rumours run through St Bruno’s like the chickenpox. There are the usual suspects: kidnappers in the school, weapons, bombs, vampires, the devil.

			

			Up near the senior-level playground, where the house that serves as the music room dustily lurks, the Sudanese exchange student eats lunch alone, hiding behind the old red gum that the school can’t cut down because of heritage laws and where the crows assemble for their team meetings. This is how he overhears the groundskeeper, who doesn’t realise he is there, talking to the retired couple in one of the houses next to the school over their low corrugated iron fence. Only he gets the true story.

			
			A sixteen-year-old kid climbs onto the roof of Tea Tree Gully High’s gymnasium, the pistol he stole from his father’s gun club collection in his right hand. Up here, the view is blue. The broad sticky note of the spring sky, the sun a spotlight on his shoulders, so warm, warm like the weight of the gun that he’s not sure what he’ll do with yet. From here he can see into the backyard of his mum’s house, just across the road next to the primary school. She deserves better than this scrappy backyard, plagued by riotous noise from the school every lunchtime, woken from the naps her chemo treatments lull her into by the three o’clock bell or the stones those kids lob over the fence that land like hail on the iron roof. The gun is not loaded. He couldn’t guess the combination on the safe his father keeps the ammo in; not his birthday or his mum’s or their anniversary. So here he is with an empty gun, standing on a roof while teachers gather on the concrete tennis court below him. He waves the gun around for a while, enjoying the way the teachers cower and sacrifice the school counsellor to him, semi-crouched with her hands in the air, meekly trying to talk him down from whatever it is she thinks he’s doing up there. He can’t hear her, and that is nice too.

			

			Rumour has it that the police didn’t bring down the boy with the gun on the roof of the high school. It was the magpies.

			Three of them, coming in like fighter jets, rising, hanging in the air for a moment before dropping like bombs, feet first, claws out.

			Rumour has it that while the boy was being wheeled to the ambulance on a stretcher, face scratched and bleeding, everything on the whole block was so quiet all that could be heard was the ha ha haaaing of crows laughing him out of the schoolyard.

		
	
		

		
			Newbold

			

			
	

Beth eases her car along the winding curves of Old Belair Road, trying to ignore the red Holden sitting so close behind her she can’t see its headlights in the rear-view mirror. A fine sheen of sweat gathers on her forehead and she’s too hot in her thrifted leather jacket. Outside, the weather is beginning to turn, the sky quickly becoming a sheet of grey. Beth winces and prays the rain holds off until she is safely off the roads. She hates driving in the hills at the best of times, but her SUV is one month overdue for an insurance payment and she cannot afford the repercussions of even the slightest slip.

			Not for the first time, she wonders why she agreed to go to this party. It had been enough of a struggle convincing her ex-husband to give up his own plans for once and look after their daughter tonight, and now she might die trying to get to the house of a woman she doesn’t know for a random birthday celebration. Eric – her earnest invitee, adamant that he would have no fun without her – owes her at least two pizza nights after this.

			The GPS finally allows her to turn off the snakelike road, the nose of the car angling down in a gentle descent and she breathes a sigh of relief. The directions take her through narrow lanes lined with overgrown trees and thick front gardens, the corners of houses hidden behind dark green foliage that starts to thin as she goes on, until she reaches a deflowered roundabout marking the beginning of Craigburn Farm. Almost as soon as she enters the suburb, the GPS starts to gasp recalculations and she pulls over. The screen displays the rectangle of her car floating in blank space.

			Beth wriggles out of her jacket and immediately back into it. Her sweat has already turned cold. On either side of the car are vacant lots of cleaved and barren land, skeletal housing frames rising empty before a thick grey sky. Wind rips through the trees beyond the windshield and rocks the car ever so slightly.

			She has only ever been to Craigburn Farm one other time. Three years ago, when she was both softer and bolder. Once sprawling farmland and then, briefly, a dormitory for children with intellectual disabilities, Craigburn Farm’s final evolution was as a new, state-of-the-art suburb for well-to-do families who wished to be closer to nature without sacrificing the ease and luxury of inner-city living. Beth was once one of those people: on the verge of a huge promotion at work, with her small, happy family hoping to expand. Little more than a single display village back then, now it is more established, although it continues to elude cartography. The suburb seems to sit on the edge of everything knowable in the Adelaide Hills, where cozy comfort gives way to wild gorge. Without the bubble of excitement, the rose-coloured tint on the world, the structures of Craigburn Farm shiver before her like illusions. The wind pulls at the shining chrome playground squatting at the bottom of the cul-de-sac and she waits for it to topple, but the towers remain.

			Beth pulls the scrunched paper scrawled with Eric’s convoluted directions from her pocket and squints at the street signs, trying to find one she recognises. With a sigh, she puts the car back into gear and pulls away from the kerb. She drives endlessly in the streets that rabbit-warren through dips and valleys, some areas well established with two-storey, slate-stoned houses, others in half-states of existence, overgrown buffalo grass climbing the sides of steel foundational pylons. Signs at every turn announce Newbold Development’s motto: Dream no more.

			After crossing a little one-way bridge over a gurgling creek three times, she finally manages to turn into the right street, out on the very edges of the suburb. A banner flag announcing the house as one of Newbold’s many display homes cracks and bends in the heavy wind, and the unmistakable fence of a tennis court is just visible around the side. Beth is a full hour late and glad she chose the fancier of her two party dresses.

 			

			A half hour before the party is due to start, Morgan and the other caterers are in the final stages of setting up in the butler’s pantry of the display home. Morgan is working the napkin stack with her knuckles to make them fan precisely right when somebody says something about an allergy list they are supposed to have but don’t.

			

			Out in the main kitchen, the hostess, Geraldine, is adjusting the bow tie of a gaunt-looking man in little round spectacles. Morgan hovers in the doorway.

			‘What is it?’ The man speaks without turning his head to look at her. His voice is startlingly pleasant, at odds with his stilted appearance. Morgan sputters, forgetting completely what it is she has come out to ask. Geraldine shines a blinding smile on her.

			‘Ah, Megan. This is my husband, Devland. Devland, Megan is one of our servers for tonight.’

			Morgan doesn’t bother to correct her. Devland only gives her a faint twitch of the lips and, bow tie sufficiently straight, wanders off. Geraldine’s phone rings from within a deep pocket of her shimmering chiffon skirt and she holds up a finger to Morgan, smiles again, and follows her husband out of the room.

			Watching her go, Morgan can’t help wondering what a woman like her is doing with a man like Devland. He had to have at least ten years on her, and she couldn’t be in it for the money, because she was the one who owned the housing business.

			Neil comes in from the garage, hauling a bag of ice into a waiting drinks bucket, and then props his tall frame in the doorway to the pantry.

			‘Dude creeps me out,’ he says, folding his arms.

			Morgan chuckles. ‘Tell me about it.’

			‘Lucy give you the skinny on him?’

			‘No, only her. Do tell.’

			‘Lucy did another party down in Stonyfell where he was a guest. Apparently, in his richy-rich, whiskey-drinking circles,’ he says, leaning in conspiratorially, ‘dude’s known as “the Dream Catcher”. Into some Freudian shit or something.’ He wiggles his fingers in the air, rolling off the doorframe playfully and back out of the pantry.

			It’s always the same, Morgan thinks, taking a place next to the cook to assemble the parmesan tarts. The more money they have, the stranger they are.

 			

			As soon as the heavy front door suctions close behind her, Beth can no longer hear the howling wind and warms instantly.

			A woman comes ticking down the steps towards her, skirts flowing, champagne in hand. Before Beth can say a word, she gives her a kiss on either cheek, her perfume an invisible cloud of ylang-ylang and iris.

			‘Welcome! Come in, come in,’ the woman says, her voice like pealing bells. ‘I’m Geraldine. Do I know you?’

			Beth takes a second to catch up, already overwhelmed by the warmth, the lights and Geraldine’s steady surety. Finally, she offers the woman the now-limp bunch of grocery store flowers she picked up on the way, says happy birthday, and explains that she is here as Eric’s plus one. 

			Before long, Geraldine is towing Beth through the most perfectly stunning and cosy home she has ever seen. The living room blends into a symmetrical dining space, separated only by a gas faux fireplace in the middle of the room, dressing up a supporting beam. Shining white marble floors absorb the light from bulbs craftily hidden somewhere in the high ceilings, painting everything with a warm yellow glow. 

			Beth’s head spins with the tasteful glamour of it all. A glass of chardonnay is pressed into her hand. Feeling as though it’s her first day of school, she follows Geraldine, her own staccato steps clashing with the other woman’s gliding stride. Here, a grey shagpile rug sinks underfoot. There, a crystal downlight sparks flecks of gold onto polished white surfaces. Every detail comes to her like a dream on the precipice of a midday doze that disappears from memory upon waking. Everything is like a song lyric on the tip of the tongue, just out of reach.

			Everywhere, guests elegant and crisp stand in circles, champagne flutes and wineglasses in hands, with laughter that rings and echoes. Beth tries to stand a little straighter.

			Geraldine introduces her husband, who reaches out a bony hand, cold and rigid in hers. Under his spectacles, dark grey eyes capture Beth in a vulture stare. He asks if they have met before. Beyond him, caterers in black uniforms appear in glimpses through the doorway to a partially hidden butler’s pantry.

			A butler’s pantry. Where there would be a breakfast nook and an extra sink for stacking dirty dishes out of sight, Beth thinks immediately, then wonders where the thought comes from.

			When she is finally set free from Geraldine’s care, she finds Eric easily in the crowd. He is tall and lanky, with a nasal voice that carries, and the sight of him makes Beth relax her grip on her wineglass. He wraps her up in a hug that lifts her off her feet.

			‘Beth! You. Look. Fantastic,’ he says, releasing her, and she believes him.

			‘Oh, thank you. You’re not too shabby yourself, Maverick.’ She wiggles the collar of his bomber jacket. Eric turns to the side and poses and Beth laughs, the first genuine laugh she’s let out all night. The group of men whose faces she vaguely recognises from Eric’s wide circle of friends all join in on teasing his fashion choices and they settle into an easy rhythm.

			Eric leans in and smiles. ‘I’m glad you decided to come,’ he says.

			Later, after draining her glass, Beth heads off to the bathroom to touch up her make-up, only realising when she flips the light off on her way back out that she never asked where the bathroom was. She simply knew.

 			

			Devland is at a loss with what to do about the doe-eyed young party crasher. To have her in the house is playing with fire, and risks are not something Devland is fond of. He did not become the Dream Catcher by being sloppy.

			Precision. No loose ends.

			It’s what he told Geraldine when they started this. But here a particularly frayed end has come stumbling into their party and Geraldine is dismissing it like a piece of lint brushed off the shoulder.

			‘Just leave it. No-one remembers their dreams once they’re lost, right?’ Geraldine says to him, closed off in the dark spare room, the laughter and chatter of the party barely filtering in under the door. Outside, a violent rain cracks at the floor-to-ceiling window and a bottlebrush tree plasters fine red filaments onto the glass. Geraldine takes Devland’s face between her slender hands and turns it back towards hers.

			‘We have nothing to worry about, mon amour. Hmm?’ She gives him a chaste kiss. ‘Now, say that you love me and let’s get back to the party.’

			After she goes, Devland stands alone in the shadows of the unlit room and watches the night push and groan against the house, a feeling of unease settling in his stomach. He closes his eyes against it, tries to hold onto the heat his wife’s hands leave on his cheeks; these rare tender moments only come when she wants something from him. Geraldine has quickly become blinded by her success. She forgets that the borders of their oasis are made only of concrete and timber, things made small by the yawning stretch of the hills and their secrets.

			Things that can rot. Things that can fall.

			He pictures the doe-eyed woman again, but this time in a lilac blouse, trailing a young, bouncing child in rainbow tights. Taller-seeming, with a smile that hits her eyes.

			A psychiatrist learns to trust these inklings that hide in the pressure point at the base of the skull. Devland leaves the room as quietly as he came in and heads up the stairs to check the wardrobe.

 			

			Her left arm laden with a heavy porcelain plate of china spoons, Morgan carefully navigates her way into the formal living room. Just in case anyone happens to want a morsel of pork belly in apple sauce that nobody else has taken on her previous two rounds.

			She finds only one person in the room, a man, middle-aged, in a navy polo shirt and khaki pants, fast asleep, mouth open on the low grey sofa. The man mutters something about shower recesses and sucks in a snore. Morgan tiptoes out of the room, shaking her head.

			Her arm aching, she starts back towards the kitchen, stopped on the way by a woman in a floral dress she recognises from the window displays in Target under a faux leather jacket. The woman has soft brown eyes that sparkle with drink and she asks if there’s a bin for the lamb chop bones she has been politely hanging on to since two platters ago. Morgan smiles, grateful for the woman’s warm gaze. She takes the napkin-wrapped lamb bones to the kitchen.

			Later, as she searches for abandoned glasses to wash, Morgan sees Devland appear from around a corner and grab Geraldine’s arm, pulling her aside. His whisper is hoarse and harsh.

			‘It’s her house.’

			‘What?’ Geraldine says, pulling her arm from his talons.

			‘This home. I checked the cupboard. Bethany Caulfield. It comes from her dreams.’

			Geraldine frowns, revealing small wrinkles in her otherwise perfect skin.

			‘Well, I suppose that is a little more serious. So, we keep her occupied. The party will be over soon, she’ll go home, she’ll be none the wiser.’

			As if sensing Morgan half bent over a side table in the corner, eavesdropping, Devland turns his head like an owl hearing the scratches of a mouse a kilometre away and casts her a blood-chilling stare. Morgan snaps into motion, taking two glasses by their stems before moving towards the couple.

			‘If you’re finished with your glass, Mr Newbold, I can take it back to wash,’ she says, maybe too loudly.

			‘I’m fine,’ he replies, and Morgan leaves the room quickly, wineglasses tapping and ringing against each other between her fingers.

			

 			

			Linked in a circle with Eric and his friends, it’s easy for Beth to lose track of time. When she spies a woman yawning and swaying against her partner, Beth checks her watch. Ten o’clock. Not late in the grand scheme of things, but she would usually be curled up on the couch with her daughter, Lacey, on a Friday night, watching Saddle Club re-runs in their dressing gowns. Instead, she’s five glasses deep and giddy with it. She can feel the wine-flush sitting high in her cheeks and when she turns her head, her vision takes a moment to follow. She thinks about the whistling wind outside before she came in, ominous then, but probably exactly what she needs now. Excusing herself from the circle, she grabs a glass of water from the makeshift bar in the corner and heads to the front door. But the door is locked and she can’t figure out the complicated latches and deadbolts.

			Quiet. She needs somewhere quiet.

			She slips past the sign at the base of the stairs requesting guests stay on the ground floor. The stairs are laid with light-grey wooden boards rather than the expected glass or white stone. It’s funny, Beth thinks. It’s exactly the kind of style compromise she would have made if the house were hers. Wood would be less deadly if Lacey slipped on the stairs.

			At the top, Beth is caught by a large floor-to-ceiling window looking out onto an indigo night. Inside the bright warmth of the display home, it is easy to forget the feeling of wild isolation that had gripped her earlier, but through the window the silhouettes of ghost gum branches vein the dark sky. A yellow moon illuminates the tennis court in the backyard on the edge of a cliff. Everything past the blue asphalt drops into blackness. Nothing for miles except an unknowable gorge. The muffled sounds of the party trickle up the stairs and Beth sways at the window, feeling as though she could step out into the night and tumble into the depthless valley.

			It was exactly this line of thought that had made her hesitate when she first visited the blooming oasis of Craigburn Farm, intending to build her dream home. They were at the edge of everything here – the hills that stretched on and on without end, the wind that seemed to rip through the empty housing frames. It was difficult to tell, back then, the small bubble of domestic bliss that Craigburn Farm would become. Still, she could not quite grasp the memory of the decision. When had she decided, definitively, it wasn’t what she wanted? This house she’s standing in now; she wants this. So why, when she had the means, had she shied away?

			She finds herself in a bedroom, the one that would be her daughter’s room. It’s everything Lacey would love. The walls, ever so faintly lilac-tinted, a large picture window under a crystal domed light fixture throwing small rainbows onto the ceiling and crinkle-trimmed cornices. Everything foreign, but all too familiar.

			Curious, she opens the wood-slatted wardrobe, expecting to find it empty. Instead, it is filled with rows and rows of jars. Each jar contains a swirling liquid, cloudy and star-studded, moving in its own invisible current.

			Perhaps she is drunker than she thought.

			The jars all have names on them. She pulls one marked Richard Somerton down for closer inspection, but the jar behind it catches her eye.

			Bethany Caulfield.

			A violent shiver makes her knees knock and the strange feeling that has gripped her all night rattles over her spine. She makes a small noise and then tentatively reaches for the jar. The liquid inside is lilac and cream and begins to whirlpool as soon as she touches the glass. She opens the lid.

 			

			In the middle of his best party story – the one about how he broke his leg falling off a karaoke stage – Eric is interrupted by Geraldine, who comes swanning and clucking over to his side yelling, ‘Eric, darling!’

			He cringes. Eric would not ever call himself a friend of Geraldine’s. They met at a real estate convention a year ago and he cannot stand the woman’s airs and graces. But she throws a great party, he’ll give her that.

			‘Darling!’ Geraldine says again. ‘Where is that lovely friend of yours? Bethany. I must talk more to her. She’s a hoot.’

			Eric, who would never describe Beth’s quiet humour as a ‘hoot’, shrugs and says, ‘I don’t know, actually. She popped off a while ago to get some water.’

			Possibly he imagines it, but he thinks a shadow passes over the woman’s flawlessly made-up face.

			‘Well, if she turns up, come find me,’ she says, a little too intently, and then she clicks off through the crowd, looking for all the world like a woman who’s just realised she left her wallet on the train.

 			

			Bethany stands before the wardrobe, clutching the now empty jar stamped with her name. She’s still drunk, but suddenly seeing things with the kind of clarity that comes from regaining a lost memory. Lightning illuminates the darkened hallway and for a split second, everything sharpens. She runs a hand over the smooth wallpaper with its soft decals. She’s home – or at least, what was supposed to be her home. She’d dreamt this house, imagined every detail three years ago amid the excitement of a promotion on the horizon. Beth wasn’t sure exactly how, but she’d lost that dream when she came to Craigburn Farm. And with the dream had gone everything else: her happy family, her perfect job promotion, every single part of her suburban paradise, lost. She looks down at the empty jar. Lost … or stolen?

			As soon as her head stops spinning, she thinks, she’ll get answers.

 			

			Devland hadn’t seen Bethany Caulfield slip upstairs. If only he had. Instead, he had come around the corner of the bedroom from the hallway, intending to pack the dreams into a shopping bag to store in the car for the duration of the party, just in time to see the woman unscrew the lid of her own dream, the clouded constellation settling over her small frame before soaking back into her skin like a sponge. Hiding in the shadows of the darkened hallway, Devland swallows the sharp point of panic and counts backwards from ten, just as he tells his patients to.

			Ten.

			A flash of lightning paints the hall a knife’s-edge silver.

			Nine.

			Bethany Caulfield leaves the bedroom and stops at the top the stairs, holding the empty jar.

			Eight.

			Thunder, low and cracking, racks the house and Devland understands.

			

			Seven.

			He understands what needs to happen.

			Six.

			He understands it won’t end it. Only stave it off a few more years.

			Five.

			He pictures Geraldine and her indifferent gaze. And then, her steady warmth beside him when they sleep.

			Four.

			Bethany sways, seems to take a deep breath.

			Three.

			More lightning and outside the trees bend, branches groaning and hissing, clawing wooden fingers at the window.

			Two.

			Devland peels away from the shadows and steps forwards.

			One.

 			

			The thunder gives everyone a small fright, but the warmth of the wine and the lights and the gas fire in the middle of the living room removes them again almost immediately from the storm tearing through the hills and out over the gorge. An oasis indeed, Eric thinks. He looks around the room for Beth. Back in their uni days, when they had stayed up late studying together, they loved to watch the lightning storms from the small balcony of his room at the college. Another rumble of thunder comes, but this time from inside the house.

			Eric’s mind is slow to catch up. He only knows that the thunder comes from the stairs, and then his eyes find Beth rag-dolled across the final two steps, her head not looking quite right. And then the thoughts come all at once.

			Not thunder, but a person, tumbling down the stairs.

			Beth.

			Oh God.

			Eric realises that he has never truly screamed before when the shout he opens his mouth for just keeps on going.

			Inside the dream house, glass shatters.

 			

			Geraldine didn’t get to be the successful woman she is by not knowing how to handle situations. After the whole party – save those who were asleep – watched Bethany Caulfield tumble down the stairs, Geraldine spends hours tiptoeing through police interviews and incident reports, carefully tailoring the event to fit the synopsis of a tidy little accident. Bethany Caulfield had too much to drink. She got a fright. Lost her footing. Fell down the stairs.

			Still in her high-heeled shoes and party dress, Geraldine picks through the shattered glass from the floor-to-ceiling window at the end of the hall. A giant ghost gum had been struck by lightning and split in half, one side crashing through the window, branches lying limp on the carpet. Her story is all the more easy to believe because of it; this must have been what gave the unfortunate woman such a scare. Of course, if anyone had been paying enough attention, she thinks, they would have realised that the sound of glass breaking had only come after Beth’s fall. As Geraldine’s shoe grinds the glass with a sharp crunch, her stomach turns, a queasiness that has little to do with the death.

			Devland is nowhere to be found.

			

			Geraldine had noticed his absence immediately, the moment Bethany’s body had struck the final stair, but she is a smart woman. Two plus two makes one murderous husband and she wasn’t about to draw attention to the fact that her husband was nowhere among the party guests when there was a dead body hanging around. She tells the police he had merely ducked out for more ice. A breeze interrupts the post-storm stillness and icy fingers reach into the hallway. Geraldine looks over at the hills, dark silhouettes against a slowly lightening sky. The dawn reveals nothing.

			When she takes a taxi back to their house in Unley Park, Devland isn’t home. And the next day, still no sign.

			On Monday, Geraldine returns to Craigburn Farm – her baby, her legacy – and stands at the top of the stairs surveying the damage. The tree still lies half inside the house, looking not entirely unlike Bethany Caulfield had, dead and broken at the bottom of the stairs. The hallway smells of rain and eucalyptus, and, oddly, still like electrical fires, though it has been two days since the lightning storm. Somewhere, a singular magpie’s low warble calls out, unanswered.

			She files a missing person’s report. As Devland’s car is still in the driveway of the display home, the search starts at Craigburn Farm, before extending out into Sturt Gorge Recreation Park just beyond the suburb. The gorge has a habit, though, of devouring people and never spitting them out again. The police warn her the search is most likely a losing game.

			The waiting is the worst part. She needs him. Not in the way that a wife needs her husband, but in the way that a plant needs fertiliser: not to live, but to thrive.

			

			She waits at the window while the whole of Craigburn Farm slowly falls asleep.

			The spell that Devland cast over the suburb is still in effect, only now the Dream Catcher is not here to wake any dreaming visitors. Geraldine feels it happen. Like a phantom limb, each new set of eyes closing tugs at an invisible line connected to her. In the early mornings she drives, around and around, dipping and weaving through the dormant streets, a cemetery silence smothering all but the soft purr of the hybrid engine. No telltale TVs flickering in windows, no lights humming on in the early morning grey, no cars but her own crawling the streets. Construction sites sit abandoned, their carved-out land like old scars against the sky, stilled earthmovers like fossilised teeth.

			Things change quickly. Sitting on the creaking swing of the great chrome playground, Geraldine imagines she can see nature moving like a time-lapse video, reclaiming the space metre by metre, as though the suburb is a child’s diorama, left to sag and wear. Climbing vines wrap around shiny new boats and barbecues, strangling letterboxes. Tree roots push up through marble pavers. Mud and clay soften, bringing down half-built house frames like toppling Jenga blocks.

			Geraldine rocks slowly back and forth on the swing and thinks about Bethany Caulfield. Clouds gather in the sky and merge like the swirling galaxies of Devland’s dream catchers. Pushing to escape.

			And there on the horizon, still flying high on every lamppost, is her own slogan, Newbold Development’s promise to the people of Craigburn Farm.

			Dream no more.

		
	
		

		
			A Serious Fence

			

			
	

Today at school we learnt about the convicts. In the olden days, in England, they had so many criminals that they couldn’t fit them all in the prisons, so they found Australia and took all the criminals who wouldn’t fit and dumped them in Australia and said, ‘Have fun.’

			Mum says, ‘It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, essentially.’

			So then all the criminals made a settlement and had lots of babies and built buildings and became Australians.

			Mum says, ‘It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, essentially.’

			‘So, everyone in Australia,’ I say to Mum in the car on the way home from school, ‘is descended from criminals.’

			‘Well,’ says Mum, ‘except Indigenous Australians, who were here before the convicts. And people who weren’t born here. And people descended from those people. And also people who came here freely.’

			

			‘Okay, fine, but apart from that, Australia is like a prison the size of a country,’ I say.

			Mum makes her big mum sigh and says, ‘It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, essentially.’

			‘So that means,’ I say, and Mum does her mum sigh again and I see her roll her eyes in the rear-view mirror, ‘that means that Yatala Prison is a prison within a prison. And that means that criminals who are inside Yatala Prison are extra-extra criminals.’

			Mum does that thing where she pretends that she didn’t hear me say anything. The short bits at the front of Mum’s hair keep falling in her eyes and she flicks them back three times instead of answering me. Her charm bracelet jingles as she turns the wheel and we drive up the driveway to our house and get out of the car.

			Our house is okay, I guess. It’s not as big as Jacob’s house and it doesn’t have a home-cinema room, but we do have a pool and we live right behind Yatala Prison. Well, technically not right behind, because there’s the Dry Creek park in the middle, but then there’s Yatala Prison.

			There’s lots of cool old buildings in Dry Creek that used to be part of old Yatala Prison but are now just crumbling with graffiti all over them. And also, RM Williams had a house there, but apparently they knocked it down because they were scared that criminals who escape from Yatala Prison would want to hide there. Which makes sense, because if I was a criminal escaping Yatala Prison the first thing I would do is steal some boots and a nice coat to cover my prison uniform so nobody would know that I just escaped from Yatala Prison.

			

			I asked Mum what would happen to us if somebody escaped from Yatala Prison because now that RM Williams is gone, they would have to come to our house to steal clothes.

			Mum said, ‘Nobody is going to escape from Yatala Prison because the security technology is much better than it was back then.’

			I said, ‘Okay.’

			But I keep my cricket bat under my bed just in case.

 			

			It’s almost summer school holidays so I am working on building a fort in the backyard that’s bigger and better than Jacob’s fort so that I can invite Jacob over in the holidays and show him how much bigger and better my fort is. I finish my homework super fast and take my snack out into the backyard to keep working. My little sister Rebe wants to help and I say no, but Mum says, ‘Let your sister help,’ so I tell Rebe she can help with the decorations, ‘But nothing girly, okay?’ Rebe has chubby cheeks that are always splotchy and red, so sometimes you just have to say yes to her because it’s too hard to tell if she’s about to cry or not.

			We have a gate in our back fence that leads directly into Dry Creek. Mum lets me play in Dry Creek, but I have to make sure that I can see the house at all times, no ifs and butts about it. And also, don’t let the dog out of the yard. Really, I think, it’s not very fair because Jacob’s mum lets him go to the park all by himself, but Mum says that’s because Jacob’s mum’s a you-know-what and wouldn’t know good parenting if it smacked her in the you-know-what. Dry Creek is super cool though. Sometimes we go on walks on the weekend, but when I’m older I can’t wait to go and explore the old Yatala Prison ruins by myself so that I can play fire-in-the-hole without Mum saying I have to let Rebe join in.

			It’s hot, so the dirt on the slope is bone-dry and there’s a tonne of dried gum leaves and sticks on the ground. I’m looking pacifically for big gum-tree branches though, because they are super sturdy so very good for fort building. I collect a few gumnuts on the way to put in the Ammunition Storage Vault and find a branch that’s so long I have to drag it by one end up the slope and through the gate. The branch dragging through dry leaves makes crashing noises in the scrub and it scares a group of galahs who scream and flap away. My nose stings from the dust and everything smells spicy. Rebe comes back while I’m coming through the gate to show me the decorations she’s got and they’re blue ribbons which are girly, but Rebe says they’re not because they’re blue, and I say they are because they’re ribbons, and then Curly takes off through the gate and into Dry Creek.

			I’m in serious trouble.

			I tell Rebe, ‘Stay here and don’t tell Mum and if you don’t, I’ll let you help build the fort.’

			And then I run through the gate after Curly.

 			

			Curly is a very little dog, but he runs really fast. I can run pretty good, but Curly is out of sight in seconds. Not good. I keep running in the direction I saw him go, but I have to slow down because it’s a bit downhill and the rocks and dirt make it quite slippy. I shoot across the walking path and go through the thick yellow wattle. It spikes my hair on the way through and the inside of my nose stings from the smell of its pollen. Now I’m a bit worried because I can’t see the house anymore, but I don’t want to get in trouble for letting Curly out. So, I keep going and I call ‘Curly’ really loudly because Mum probably won’t be able to hear.

			There’s no water in the creek, just like always, so it’s easy to cross. Curly likes to jump the narrow parts of the bank when we go on walks so I know he has probably gone that way.

			The sun’s going down. It’s like a supernova on the horizon right now, orange and blinding. When I look too near it, I get red spots in my eyes and I can’t see what my feet are doing. I’m off the path. Mum says that the paths that look like paths but aren’t are actually where water goes, so I think maybe Curly would follow them because I learnt in school that animals have these instincts. They always know where water is. Somehow, I’ve gotten dirt in my mouth and I wish I had some water. Where the sun’s rays don’t reach in the scrub, there are cold spots and shadows. I scratch my arm on a yakka bush. It stings and bleeds a little but I can’t stop because I have to find Curly. I’m getting puffed out. I definitely can’t see the house anymore.

			But I’m not crying, just so you know.

			And then, thank goodness, I hear Curly barking. His barking is not very manly because he’s little, but you can’t ever tell him that because he doesn’t like to be reminded that he’s not ferocious. I think Curly thinks he’s a dingo.

			I follow the sound of Curly’s bark and finally get out of the bushes near the ruins of the old Yatala Prison. There’s the stockade, the blacksmith’s hut, and the old guard’s tower in the distance. And just down the hill is the powder magazine, its low brick walls covered in blue and grey graffiti.

			

			There are less trees here. Just big open plains covered in dead yellow grass until you get to the barbed wire fences of Yatala Prison. Curly is there and he’s barking like crazy and trying to growl and I yell ‘Curly!’ in my best strong man voice, but he doesn’t stop. I squint against the sun and shade my eyes and see that Curly is barking at a person. Curly never barks at people. Curly loves people.

			The person is a man and he’s wearing a dark green jumpsuit, kinda like the uniform Mr MacDonald, the grumpy yard man at school, wears. The man is standing very still and I think he’s talking to Curly but I can’t hear any words because dry, hot wind blows across the hills. It smells like the vacuum cleaner when you empty out the dust.

			‘Excuse me?’ I yell. ‘That’s my dog. He ran away. Can you help me get his collar so I can take him back home?’

			Actually, I have no idea how I’m supposed to get Curly all the way back home. We’ve been to the ruins more than once, but we take a different path each time. I don’t really know the way home, but maybe the man can help me. I didn’t know that they had yard men for Dry Creek, but as a yard man, he probably knows all the shortcuts.

			He doesn’t have any gardening tools. Mr MacDonald always has gardening tools with him. I think maybe he hasn’t heard me, so I jog closer. Curly is still barking.

			‘Excuse me?’

			He turns his head towards me. My eyes throb with colours from the blinding sun. Every time I blink, it splotches his face red and black so I can’t really tell what he looks like except that he is very tall. Taller than Dad. And kind of hunched, like he is carrying something invisibly heavy. I get a bit closer so I can see if he has a name tag like most other yard men. I’m close enough to shake his hand if he wants me to, because Dad says that’s good manners, but also, I’m glad Curly is between us because I hate shaking strangers’ hands. From here I can see that the man’s green jumpsuit looks old and dusty, probably from working in Dry Creek in the summer heat.

			But then I start to think. Because maybe the jumpsuit isn’t a yard man jumpsuit. In the movies, prison jumpsuits are always orange but Mum says all the time that the movies get things wrong. I think that he is looking right at me, but there’s no way to tell. The sun isn’t warm anymore.

			Okay.

			Okay. No sudden movements.

			I slowly reach down and grab Curly’s collar. He’s too busy barking and growling to notice.

			‘Um, thank you for finding my dog,’ I say, because I feel like I should say something. I wish I had my cricket bat. I reach into my pocket where the gumnuts are.

			Okay.

			Lightning-fast, I throw the gumnuts at the prison man and turn and run. I let go of Curly’s collar and he goes with me. We crash back into the scrub and just fly. I don’t really know where I’m going, but we reach the creek and Curly and I leap.

			I’ve never jumped further.

			I’ve never run faster.

			I don’t even feel my legs moving, I’m just running.

			I’m convinced I hear the prison man crashing through the brush behind me, but I don’t dare look back.

			

			Somehow, I reach the walking path. Okay. The house is up ahead. I launch myself up the steep hill but slide back down a few times because I’m not paying attention. The prison man is right behind me, I’m sure. And then, finally, I make it up and through the gate and Mum’s there. Rebe must have told on me, but there’s no time to worry about that now.

			I scream, ‘Mum!! There’s a murderer!!’ and Mum says, ‘What?’ and I turn around and there’s no-one there.

			Maybe I lost him. I slam the gate shut with a huge metal clang.

 			

			I’m so puffed and a little bit croaky from yelling so it takes a while for Mum to understand what happened, but she immediately locks the gate, runs inside with us and goes around locking all the doors and windows and pulling the blinds down.

			It’s gloomy in the kitchen, but not entirely dark. The windows are grey squares outlined in setting sun. Mum gets us all – Rebe, Curly and me – into a huddle on the floor behind the island bench and calls the police. Her voice is low, almost a whisper, but it shakes and shakes and Mum’s hands around us are clenched really tight. I think she’s bruising my leg. Curly does a circle, then goes to sleep in Rebe’s lap.

			I say, ‘Mum, you’re bruising my leg.’

			And Rebe says, ‘Are we playing hide and seek? Who’s seeking?’

			And Mum says, ‘Shh I need you to be really, really quiet,’ and to the police on the phone she says, ‘Please hurry.’

			The tiles are ice-cold from the air conditioner. The handle on the cupboard pokes at my skull. There is an old crusty splotch of tomato sauce on the tile next to me and I start scraping at it with my fingernail. Mum’s hands shake and shake. The sauce won’t come off.

 			

			The police tell me off. They don’t believe me, and it’s so unfair. They are both tall and sometimes I have to say ‘Pardon?’ to them because their guns in their belts are much larger than I ever thought they would be. I want to ask if I can hold one, because once when Jacob was in a car accident, the police officer let him hold her handcuffs, and a gun would be way cooler. Except, I’m in deep trouble.

			They say that no-one escaped Yatala Prison. That everyone was counted for and it was impossible that I met a prisoner in Dry Creek.

			They say, ‘If you’re going to tell a lie, at least get your facts straight. Yatala prisoners don’t wear dark green jumpsuits anymore. Lying to the police is a serious fence and next time we won’t be so quick to let it go.’

			They take up a lot of space in the dining room. It looks smaller after they leave.

			Mum says she’s extremely disappointed in me, and Dad only sits really straight in his chair with his suit still on and his belly sucked in and says, ‘We will discuss this in the morning.’

			I know what I saw. And if Curly could talk, he’d back me up.

			I tell Mum I really don’t want to go to bed by myself. Because I know the Yatala man is out there still and he could be coming here. He will wait until all of the lights go off and he will come for me for ruining his escape plans. I can’t stop thinking about the way his face flickered in between the spots of red and black, like an old light trying to turn on. I try to sleep with my light on but Mum tells me, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ I leap onto my bed from the doorway.

			I have my cricket bat under the covers. The wood is cold. Outside is dead quiet except for a dog barking somewhere. Sweat sits in my elbows and behind my knees, but I don’t dare kick the covers off. I squeeze my eyes shut as tight as they can go and don’t fall asleep until it’s almost light outside.
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