
[image: Cover: Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls, by Anne Casey-Hardy]
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Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls

‘Innocent, menacing, blackly funny and fabulous.’

Charlotte Wood

‘A wonderful fiction writer. Such a gift.’

Tony Birch




Praise for Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls


‘I find myself haunted by this innocent, menacing, blackly funny and fabulous book. Anne Casey-Hardy’s writing hums with a dangerous, coiled energy in sly, ghostly stories of girls and women striking back, lying low, busting out, triumphing even while sinking. Casey-Hardy is a raw, rare talent with an unforgettable voice.’ Charlotte Wood, author of The Weekend and The Natural Way of Things
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‘Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls buzzes with energy. Anne Casey-Hardy is a wonderful fiction writer. Her characters are brave and full of soul. In mapping the lives and the places where stories thrive, Casey-Hardy also touches our hearts. Such a gift.’ Tony Birch, author of Dark as Last Night and The White Girl
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‘What a thrill it is to find a truly distinctive new voice. Cautionary Tales captures the essence of girlhood: raw, fierce, fearless, and crackling with energy and desire. An impressive and inspiring work of fiction.’ Emily Bitto, author of Wild Abandon and the Stella prize-winning The Strays
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‘Casey-Hardy’s stories cast a deep and unusual spell. Her collection is sharp, irreverent, and unexpectedly funny. I loved it.’ Laura Elvery, author of Ordinary Matter and A Trick of the Light
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‘Electric, irreverent, haunting, heart-breaking – Anne Casey-Hardy’s Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls is one of the best short story collections you’ll ever read. An exceptional debut from a hugely talented writer.’ Wayne Marshall, author of Shirl
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‘You’ll be transfixed by the misadventures of Casey-Hardy’s dangerously innocent heroines. Her fractured fairy tales are like nothing you’ve come across before: unnerving, brilliant, hilarious, heart-stirring.’ Lucinda Holdforth, author of Leading Lines
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‘I love these stories, and Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls will take centre stage on my bookshelf. They’re deep and dark, but also uproariously funny, and never anything but hopeful. Each girl or woman in these stories faces the reader and tells the truth, and I can’t ask for more than that. Cross the precision and absurdity of George Saunders with the searching intelligence of Angela Carter, and add the technical brilliance of Alice Munro, and you might have some idea of what Anne can do, but in fact her writing is wholly her own, and wholly original. Australian literature will be very much richer for her Cautionary Tales!’ Tegan Bennett Daylight, author of The Details and Six Bedrooms
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‘I love these fierce, wild girls and the off-kilter troubles they find themselves in. Anne Casey-Hardy creates slightly surrealist worlds full of emphatically true details: risks we’ve all taken, worries we’ve all had, rules we wish we’d broken. These are stories laced through with menace and joy, and Casey-Hardy has an eye that slices to the bone of what it is to be a girl in this world.’ Jane Rawson, author of A History of Dreams and From the Wreck
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‘Delightfully surprising, the stories in this collection switch between stark realism and strangeness in the best of ways. Suffused with wry humour, and deftly drawn characters, Cautionary Tales for Excitable Girls delivers a kaleidoscopic navigation of the self-consciousness, escapism, and fractured thinking that attends life’s transformative experiences. These stories live and breathe on the cusps of life and the transitions we chart as we pass through and beyond it.’ Melissa Manning, author of Smokehouse
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For Gary, Jess and Vincent





I am out with lanterns looking for myself.

Emily Dickinson, Emily Dickinson: Letters (1856)

To enjoy bodily warmth, some small part of you must be cold, for there is no quality in this world that is not what it is merely by contrast. Nothing exists in itself.

Herman Melville, Moby Dick (1851)






Being the Mother

Somehow, we get away with the baby. We can’t believe our luck when we land on the train, baby in her stroller cheeky as a monkey and the whole day ahead of us.

We work out how to use the brake on the pram. It’s a bit broken and a couple of times the pram rolls but we catch it in time. Once the train gets going, we talk about where we’ll go, what we might do. The plan is to go into town and walk around, maybe go down to the gardens and have lunch on the grass. We decide the baby eats mushy food so one of us will have to spoon-feed her, but she can probably eat chips because she’s good at holding things in her chubby little fist.

We both want to be the mother and argue about who will naturally look the part and be better at it. In the end, we agree to take turns pushing the pram. Whoever has the pram, if someone asks, that person can say they are the mother and the baby her baby.

Even if no-one asks, they will think one of us is the mother, the teenage mother with a baby, too young to have a baby, should be in school and where is the father? Some hopeless unreliable boy who’s run off or denied he’s the father anyway. So, no father in the picture, just a teenage mother with a baby in a pram and her friend, the other teenager.

We’re heading for town but there are other places we could go with the pram. We think the housing commission flats might be a good place to start, so we get off at Macaulay Station. The high-rise flats rear up, four blocky buildings, fifty storeys high, arranged at angles to each other like Lego. We’ll blend in there, with the other teenage mothers and their pimply mates.

I push the pram to start with, and the baby falls asleep. We set off down Macaulay Road; it’s further than we thought to the flats. Several times older women pass us, checking the baby and then frowning at the sight of us. Boys who would usually hassle us or at least say something, look at us first then clock the pram and decide to keep going.

Things pick up once Leah takes over. The baby looks like she’s Leah’s baby, especially when she wakes and you can see they have the same blue eyes and curly hair. Leah is bossy about the pram once she gets hold of it, making all the decisions, striding ahead, inventing sudden dramas that require stopping, murmuring into the pram in a low serious voice.

When we finally get to the housing commission, we sit on one of the benches at the playground. It’s a shabby playground with two swings, one of them broken and hanging down, a monkey bar and a splintery seesaw. I open a juice box for the baby and put the straw in her mouth. She likes it but doesn’t know how to get the juice up the straw. Leah leans over me and gives the box a squeeze. When the baby swallows, the vacuum draws up more juice. We have taught the baby a new trick.

People come and go, old ladies pushing shopping trolleys, old guys with their dogs in rickety prams. Boys lair around on skateboards but we ignore them. Three little kids come to play on the monkey bars, and we hope the mother will join us. She might be a teenager too, popping out babies and scraping by on welfare and handouts. Doing her best.

Even the baby is bored, so we retrace our steps to the station, me with the pram this time. Two young mothers with strollers, mullets and piles of makeup come towards us, both smoking. One of them says something, probably about us, and the other one laughs. Bitches! We are all in the same boat.

Leah asks, ‘How old do you think they are?’

I reckon maybe eighteen, their kids are older than our one. They look tough. ‘How old do we look?’

Leah says fifteen or sixteen, which is good because we’re fourteen. We look like the kind of young where you think, God, that girl is too young to have a baby. She should be in school. Where’s the father, that irresponsible boy?

‘Should we get some ciggies?’

‘We could if you want but then we wouldn’t have money for food.’

A tough choice, the kind of tough choice a too-young single mother might find herself facing every day. Ciggies or food? Food or ciggies? A hard life but you wouldn’t trade the baby for anything in the world.

Back at Macaulay Station the baby starts grizzling and we rock the pram. Next train is express, running straight through at high speed. The baby is bawling her head off. We could cross to the other platform and take her home but there’s still so much to do. It would be a waste to turn back now. Leah bounces the pram and I mop up baby snot with a shredded tissue. I talk to her in a squeaky cartoon voice and she likes that.

‘She’s just bored,’ I say.

Soon we are on the train again, racing towards the city.

‘Maybe she’s hungry?’ Leah lifts the baby onto her lap while I hunt around in the pram for food supplies. Under the mattress is a bag and in the bag a Tupperware container and three disposable nappies.

Leah sees the food box and snatches it. With one arm clamped around the baby’s middle, she opens the lid with her teeth. I take out a small jar of stewed apples, a spoon and four Salada biscuits. The baby lunges for the food.

I dig the spoon into the apple and hold it out to the baby who opens her mouth like a little bird. Adorable. I get the first spoonful in and she waves her little hand to say hurry up! As I’m holding out the second spoon, the train rocks and I miss. The baby swipes apple across her face. I get another spoon in quickly.

Leah suggests swapping but I keep going, next spoon in perfectly. The baby clings to the spoon and tries to feed herself, getting about half in. I take back the spoon and while I’m scraping the jar, she rubs apple mush into her eyes with both fists. It’s all over her face and hanging off her eyelashes. I get the last spoon in, and Leah holds her out to me.

I shake my head. ‘You’ve got her. You’re the mother!’

Leah doesn’t want to get dirty but too late. The baby grabs a handful of hair as Leah tucks her back in the pram. She’s a good baby and doesn’t mind being covered in sticky mush. I give her a biscuit and she holds out the other hand for more. With one in each hand, sucking and chewing, the baby relaxes and so do we.

The train pulls into the station and we look anywhere but at the messy baby. ‘You go,’ I say generously.

‘No, you. I was the mother on the train.’ Leah tucks the lump of hair behind her ear. ‘It’s your turn. Only fair.’

I take the pram and wrestle it off the train. The baby’s messy face and clothes aren’t the best advertisement for my mothering, but no-one can shame me for having a baby too young. I’m the only one who knows how it was, finding myself pregnant, the boy irresponsible. The brave lonely birth and disapproving parents who cut me off rather than live with the scandal.

I wouldn’t give up my baby for the world.

Humping the pram up the stairs and crossing the station takes ages. One woman looks at the baby, looks at us and flat-out scowls, as dour an old lady as you could ever hope to meet.

‘Tut, tut,’ says Leah and we run giggling with the pram into the scungy old toilets.

We need half a roll of toilet paper and handfuls of water to polish up the baby’s face and wash her darling hands. Leah rinses the hank of hair. I want to do something about the baby’s dress. The whole pram is stuck with half-chewed lumps of biscuit.

When the baby has clean hands, Leah wants to hold her while I do the grunt work. I undo the buttons on the back of the dress and peel it off the little body. She looks perfect in her white singlet and tights, her red slippers, flawless skin and bright eyes. Those curls!

‘She looks just like me,’ Leah says as she stands admiring the mother-daughter image in the mirror.

‘It’s not all about posing, you know.’ I pick pieces of food off the pram and shake out the sheet. I spot-clean the little dress without making it too wet to wear. I put the baby back in the pram, thread her little arms into the sleeves and do up the buttons at the back. She is all beautiful again.

We leave the station, me pushing the pram and Leah helping lift it down the stairs to the street. This is the real thing. We cross two sets of lights and head for the city square.

People sit on benches, enjoying the sun. Boys on skateboards crash about on the perimeter. More of them loiter, smoking, laughing, dressed in tight shirts and flared jeans, mullets, the works. Quite a few people watch us as we pass.

‘My turn.’ Leah grabs the pram and I have to let go or it will look strange. She rocks the pram as if the baby is crying when in fact she’s fallen asleep.

‘What’s that terrible smell?’

We both know what it is, just as I know it is my turn to be the mother.

‘Myers!’ I yell.

We hustle down there pronto, horrible smell wafting, bumping through the crowd with grim satisfaction. This is how it is, people. Babies are babies and we’re doing our best.

We take the lift to the fifth floor. They don’t make it easy, putting the mothers’ room on the top floor. A couple of people who board with us on the ground floor get off at the first, gagging. We have nothing but scorn for them. We bash through the toy department, find the mothers’ room and lock ourselves in.

We order each other round. Leah covers the change table with paper towel. I unpeel the baby’s dress and singlet and lift her onto the table. The tights have had it, so we throw them in the bin. I unstick the tapes to reveal the scope of the task.

‘God!’

We can’t rinse the baby under the tap because there are different taps for hot and cold and no plug. Leah packs paper towel into the plughole and fills the basin with correct-temperature water. I dunk the baby’s bottom in the water. She reaches down to splash.

‘No, no,’ we tell her. It’s not a game.

Quick – drain water, new paper plug, new correct-temperature water, baby back in, this time with a soaping. We are drenched, T-shirts, jeans, sneakers, everything. I give up and hold the wet baby to my chest while Leah pats her back and legs with more paper towel.

The dirty nappy is still sitting on the change table. We can’t just throw it into the bin unwrapped. ‘Go get a plastic bag,’ I tell Leah, but she shakes her head. I give her the half-wet baby, dig the tights out of the bin, roll the nappy into the tights and tie a knot over the whole thing.

I wipe down the sink and change table with soapy paper towel, cover the table with dry towel and now it’s ready for the baby.

Leah steps in to fasten the new nappy and I take over to dress her. The baby looks fed up with the whole performance but she’s all clean and beautiful. Into the pram. We wash our hands and try to repair our appearance. We are wet, starving and look ancient.

Leah and I make it down to the bank of the Yarra River and collapse on a grassy spot in the sun. I mind the baby while Leah buys hot dogs from a stand. We both like lots of sauce and mustard and after we’ve had a few bites we relax. It’s not so bad, here in the sun, watching the rowing skiffs and strolling couples and families.

We almost forget about the baby in the pram until she shouts, ‘Har!’ She wants to get out, and she wants her own hot dog. She sits on the grass between us with the bun in one hand and sausage in the other, chewing from alternate sides with tremendous vigour.

‘She doesn’t need mushy food. Look at her go!’

The baby’s dress has drips of sauce on it but she’s all smiles. Leah and I take turns to toddle her back and forth, holding her hands as her little feet stretch out to take each step. She beams with pleasure and people stop to watch the charming sight, probably guessing that I’m the mother.

Without warning, the baby plops down on her padded bottom and her whole face scrunches. ‘Ma, Maa,’ she howls with tears flying. ‘Maaaa!’

I scoop her up, Leah grabs the pram and we run all the way to the station. We make it down the escalators to the platform. Train in five minutes. I walk back and forth jigging the grizzly baby. Leah paces with me, wanting the baby but no way I’m giving her up. I can tell she’s tiring, her body is heavier by the minute. My shoulder is wet and sticky.

The train comes. I wrestle the door one-handed and climb on, Leah behind me with the pram. I turn my shoulder so Leah can see what the baby is doing. ‘Asleep,’ she says, ‘totally out to it.’ Together we angle the baby down into the pram. Careful, careful, careful. The baby sleeps on, a piece of bun clenched tight in her fist.

As the train rocks towards home, Leah rests her head on my shoulder and I kiss her temple. Her hair smells of the lemon she puts in it to make it blonder.

‘Mummy,’ she says, snuggling in, and I kiss her again.

We sleep until the end of the line. The conductor gives us a hoy and we give him a wave.

We return the baby to the place she came from, and sprint away home, bigger in each other’s eyes.




Literally Beside Myself

The baby cries and I rise like a ghost to go to him. It feels like a dream to be summoned this way and to be alone together, warm and close, when everyone else is sleeping. It’s the days that get to me, not the nights.

After his feed, my fragrant little bundle settles on my chest and we relax on the couch with a cosy blanket, to sleep a few hours until dawn.

Enter Ragnar Lothbrok, dreadlocked and supple.

The baby has slipped down the side of the couch. He’s hard to find sometimes, and I’m always losing him.

Ragnar and I have energetic Viking sex, all over the room, and end up on the carpet in a sweaty heap with big smiles. His muscles are hard, his intensely male sweat intoxicating, and I can’t help feeling proud of myself for not only getting it on with him and loving it, but for conceiving twenty-five babies, all sons.

It’s going to be one hell of a gestation.

‘You’ve made me very happy,’ he purrs with his sly smile.

I fall back on the couch, contented, and picture him back in his world, running uphill, axe in hand, effortlessly athletic. These will be fabulous babies.

Returning to bed, I slide under the doona just as Mitch is waking.

‘Hard night?’ he asks.

‘Mmm,’ I say. ‘Can you give Cora brekky?’ I snuggle into the pillow, mumbling, ‘An hour’s sleep, that’s all, just an hour.’



The front door slams. Mitch wants me awake when he leaves so I can properly look after the kids. He wakes the baby, of course, and the baby starts crying. I stumble out of bed and go to his room.

‘Hey, baby boy,’ I croon as I pick him up and carry him to the change table. ‘Mummy’s here. Everything’s good, everything’s fine.’

With his nappy off, he cycles his little legs, and I rinse him carefully. ‘Happy boy now?’ I ask and he smiles. Until I put another nappy on. He takes a deep breath and wails. I follow his gaze. It’s the other cot, the empty one, that freaks him out. And it freaks me out. Mitch should get rid of it. It’s not like we’re going to have twins again.

In the living room, Cora is watching Play School. She’s covered in Vegemite and a piece of buttered toast is face down on the couch. I fetch a warm flannel and wash her face and hands. We cuddle. I love the feeling of those firm little arms around me. Her skin is like silk and she smells like baby shampoo. I kiss her face and head and we settle in to watch the show. It’s the Dingle Dangle Scarecrow and Cora hides her face in my breasts as Monica shakes her hands like this and shakes her feet like thaaat.

I need another coffee. Cora is playing a game with the cat, which suffers wearing a bonnet and being wrapped in a shawl. She’s a good cat. I’ve had her from way back when I was single and skinny.

I plan our trip to the shops, walking for exercise. Cora will need her tricycle; she says her legs get bendy. She wants to be in the pram, of course. Don’t we all?

I’m dressed in track pants and an oversize pink angora jumper. I’ve worn these clothes most days since Cora was born three years ago. The jumper is soft and snuggly for a baby girl. It feels right for a new mother. The clothes need a wash but fuck it, I have a lot going on.

I get the whole show on the road. As we pass the gate of the local primary school, I fast-forward and see an older, more independent Cora running off, golden ponytail bouncing, without a backward glance. In the future we are all safe.

In the butcher’s, I’m wavering between a lamb roast and lamb chops. I’ve had enough of Mitch being a vegetarian and me being anaemic. I’m leaning towards the chops while the butcher waits patiently. His wife comes out, drying her hands on a towel. I can tell by the hunger on her face that she wants to see the baby.

‘Can he open his eyes?’ she asks.

‘What?’

‘Being so early and all.’ She slides round the counter, coming towards us.

‘Yes, he can open his eyes.’ But he’s asleep, so nobody can tell. I turn heel and barge out the door. The door opens inward, so it’s not really barging, but close enough. The important thing is I’ve thwarted her and will never go back.

I slump home, the sons of Ragnar shifting around uneasily within me. They want meat. They hate vegetarians. I’ll have to order in a half-side of beef for the freezer. Or beef and lamb both.

Baby Joey is quiet and sleepy. I feed him every three hours round the clock and each feed takes over an hour because his little jaw is so weak. A few tiny spoons of expressed breast milk to get him going, then a turn on each breast for comfort, and just before he conks out, a fast-flowing bottle of formula. Once I’ve got it into him, I snuggle him beside me and get on the breast pump, one side then the other. I would die if I had to pump both sides at once, but some women do, some of those gung-ho ladies from the Neonatal ICU, eyes glassy as the double-sided electric pump whooshes back and forth.

The only time I’m comfortable with the pump is when I’m watching Bill and Ben, the Flower Pot Men. The way they bobble around nodding their little pot-plant hats reminds me of my own little baby with his dangly limbs. I make more milk when Bill and Ben are garbling in the background.

At the end of the whole feeding routine, I kiss the baby and tuck him back into his cot, making sure the blankets are nowhere near his face. A baleful glare at the other cot, the empty one. If Mitch doesn’t get rid of it soon, I’ll take an axe to it. The axe reminds me of Ragnar, and I calm down. Ragnar, my little secret. The butcher’s wife will keel over when she gets wind of that one.



I’m in a good mood now, everything humming along. Scrambled eggs and toast for lunch, for Cora and me. A pot of Earl Grey tea in a Robur Perfect teapot. The heavy silver teapot was a flashy but thoughtful birthday present from a former boyfriend. Back when I was skinny, and the cat was a kitten.

Cora is always hiding. When I find her, she has eaten the polystyrene head off her doll. She has the ragdoll body and the yellow woollen wig with plaits just like hers, but no head.

‘What did you do that for?’

She tosses the wig and the doll across the room, and I kind of understand.

One night – was it last week? – I was pacing the house soothing the baby when a terrible feeling grew in me that the blanket was empty. I opened the blanket, the dried baby crumbled in my hands. The head fell off, landed with a soft thunk and rolled under the couch to join the dust bunnies.

I tell Cora, ‘The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,’ and she agrees.

We eat our scrambled eggs in the sunny kitchen. I’m dying for a nap, almost beside myself from lack of sleep. I bring pillows to the couch and make a bed. Cora can watch all-day ABC for Kids while I try to sleep. That’s the deal.

I am hovering on the edge of a lovely dream, anticipating Ragnar, when the doorbell chimes. ‘Go away,’ I groan, and Cora thinks I mean her. She goes off to hide again, leaving Shaun the Sheep blaring.

Three more times the doorbell chimes. The porch creaks as whoever it is shifts their weight. I don’t want visitors. The living room is a mess and nobody’s done the washing up. I know for a fact that there are rotting nectarines in the fruit bowl. I will not answer the door. I will not.

Blissful silence. I dream I am folding laundry, cleaning the bath and vacuuming. Getting through it all. Then, an uneasy feeling creeps in. Why does that always happen just when I imagine I’m getting through the housework, making a tidy home for Mitch and our children?

Someone is watching me. I peek through my lashes and it’s Cora. Her face is white as a sheet.

‘Hello, sweetie,’ I croak. ‘Have a good day at school?’

She is shaking, poor darling. ‘I dreamed a bad dream,’ she says.

I heave to my feet and make a snack for her, wholemeal toast with honey and banana and a glass of chocolate milk made with Nesquik. Any day now, I’ll try to wean her onto Akta-Vite, a more nutritious alternative.

I give up the notion of sleeping and clear the kitchen table. That fruit again. When is somebody going to do something about it?

Cora wants to stand on a chair and wash the dishes. I shift breakable things out of reach, replace them with plastic cups and plates and half-fill the sink with lukewarm water. She keeps adding detergent to make more bubbles.

‘When you’re done washing, you’ll have to rinse them all in clean water,’ I tell her. ‘I’ll help you with that part.’

I collect the pillows and shove them with the sleeping bag into the clever, dual-function ottoman/storage box. Cora tosses her golden head impatiently, as if she’s the mother.

Doorbell again, three loud chimes in rapid succession. It’s déjà vu all over again. I wish my outfit was a bit nicer and maybe my hair brushed, but whatever. I pull open the front door and there she stands, hand on her hip, eyes sparkling.

‘Remember me?’ she smirks.

I step aside and she hustles in. Her jeans are tighter and heels higher than I’ve ever seen. ‘How can you walk in that get-up?’ I ask.

Easily, apparently. My sixteen-year-old self strides down the hall, long brunette waves bouncing. She’s here now. I’ve let her in.

The fridge door slams.

In the living room, younger me is eating Kraft cheese slices alternating with mouthfuls sucked from a tube of sweetened condensed milk.

‘What?’ she says. ‘You’re my mother now?’

Cora drifts into the room and climbs into my lap. The girl offers her a cheese slice and she grabs it.

‘Can she see you?’ I ask, even though it’s clear Cora took the cheese from someone.

‘Don’t think so.’

The girl clacks from the room. Soon I hear the impatient rattle of clothes hangers as she goes through the wardrobe.

She returns with the ghost baby on her hip and plonks next to me on the couch. I am literally beside myself. She bounces him on her knee as he burbles happily. The baby she imagined is a gorgeous baby, twice the size of my little one, but I can see straight through him.

Cora picks up the tube of condensed milk and takes a suck. She rests her head on my shoulder and puts a sticky hand on top of mine.

Younger me and I study each other. Her hair shines, her skin is perfect, and her lips are rosy and plump. The future she takes for granted is a glorious romp, and the sight of me before her is someone else’s bad dream and nothing more.

Between us hovers the sad baby, his delicate face with translucent skin, his tiny body swaddled and still. The cold coming off him like a nightmare.

‘Seriously,’ she says, ‘what’s with the fright wig?’

My hand flies to my hair, which feels coarse and dry, but one man found me beautiful. ‘Fright wig or not,’ I hiss, ‘I’m gestating the many sons of Ragnar Lothbrok.’

She gasps, and dissolves with the ghost baby in a shower of golden sprinkles. The faintest trace of their outline remains for a few minutes longer.

I’m staring into space when Cora pats my cheek.

‘I’m hungry,’ she says, holding my face so our eyes engage. ‘We make muffins?’

‘Have this.’ I give her the half-sucked tube of condensed milk. For some reason I can’t get off the couch.

I grab the remote and switch on Play School. Three-thirty on the rocket clock and now it’s time for Bill and Ben. As I watch them bobbling along, my milk lets down and wet patches spread out from my nipples. There are two little flowerpot men. There are two.

The baby cries and I rise like a ghost to go to him.




New Year’s Eve

The boys didn’t have to lie of course but the girls did. No way our parents would let us go down to the creek for New Year’s Eve. We were supposed to be sleeping over at a friend’s house – the least exciting friend we could come up with – and were hoping they wouldn’t try to check on us. Even if they did, they’d never be able to track us down, and they wouldn’t go near the creek at night if God himself paid them.

We were mostly in the same Year 9 class or knew each other from school and had each put in ten dollars for cans of UDL and beer, whatever anyone wanted. Katy’s brother and one of his friends had loaded up the supermarket trolley, paid for it and wheeled it right out the store. No ID required. If you’re sixteen and have a full beard, you’re good to go.

Down at the creek we had four eskies full, and plenty more still in cartons for when we didn’t care whether they were cold or not. There were about ten of us to start with, but others were coming later. The bonfire was built and ready, thanks to a few of the guys. Pretty girl Megan got to throw in the first match, then we all followed and whoosh! Big fire.

Smashing Pumpkins, Green Day, Silverchair, Nine Inch Nails. A few more kids came, and one guy brought a bottle of Southern Comfort to pass round. It tasted like a cross between lollies and Mr Sheen, and when I took a slug I almost brought it back up.

I was wearing denim shorts, a bit self-conscious about my thighs but I planned to be braver in the New Year, if not thinner. My crop top kept peeling up over my belly roll and I had to keep pulling it down, until finally I got sick of it and buttoned up my big flannel shirt.

Everyone had on loads of perfume and Impulse and Lynx body spray. Nathan kept trying to catch my eye. He was nice, but a bit touchy about the acne that covered half his face. It looked especially bad in the firelight.

As we drank, we shone our torches around, pretending to hear and see scary things. ‘What’s that?’ we said to each other. ‘Fuck no, I’m not kidding. Did you hear that?’

‘Where?’

‘Over there.’

Weird tree like a hunchback. Red eyes of a possum. Dark shape swooping from a tree. Half-glimpsed movement through the bushes.

In the end, we turned off the music so we could hear better. It made us huddle together, which was nice, except for Nathan who was next to me, all ready to blow up if he thought anyone was looking at his acne.

Some of the boys crept around scaring the girls so they could protect them by getting into their pants. But we’d all seen the films where kids thought stealthy footsteps crunching through the underbrush were other kids mucking around when it wasn’t. The creek was exactly the sort of place where things could go wrong.

The boy with sticking out ears, Jason (he wasn’t one of our usual gang) had heard a true story from his cousin, set on the Murray River. Some of the farmers had found sheep with their throats cut and their anuses hacked out. Each animal was missing one eye and one ear, on opposite sides of the head, so no-one thought it was a dingo or feral dog.

The farmers started sleeping out with their rifles handy.

‘Didn’t they have farm dogs?’

‘Wouldn’t the dogs be going nuts?’

That was another mystery. Those heelers and kelpies just slept through it all, as if they’d been drugged. Even the ones who’d been trained not to take baited meat.

The farmers argued about how and when, but all agreed there was a sadist on the loose. As everyone knew, they start with animals. The wives didn’t want the husbands sleeping out with the sheep and taking the dogs with them, because this left the women and children exposed. Everybody was nervous, not getting much sleep, kids wetting their beds at night.

‘Fucking get on with it! What happened?’

One night, the arguments down the pub got personal. The farmers started glassing each other, and people went home to get their guns. It was mayhem until the cops arrived and closed the pub, and in the confusion no-one was sure where anyone else was later that night.

When the sun rose, there were two human bodies out in a muddy paddock while the sheep were all off in a corner, nervously bleating and baa-ing. The dead guys had their throats cut, sawn through with some kind of serrated knife, ear sliced off and opposite eye gouged out.

‘What about their anuses?’ We fell about laughing.

Jason paused here for a long drink. Someone started talking about Ivan Milat, but Jason hadn’t finished.

In both cases, he said, the eyeball was sitting on top of the bleeding ear stump. At this point, he held his hand open and bounced it slightly as if weighing the eyeball. I started laughing again and he told me to shut up.

He lowered his voice to a creepy whisper and continued.

People started to suspect the old guy who lived on his own on the edge of town. He had some sort of war trauma, had seen terrible things in his time. He’d freaked out two kids under the bridge one night, appearing out of nowhere with a vacant look in his eyes and a serrated knife in his hand.

‘I was one of those kids,’ said Jason, ‘and my cousin was the other one. He’s never been the same.’

‘That’s a piss-weak scary story,’ I said. I had a reputation as a smartarse, which was better than nothing.

Jason glared at me, but I took no notice. Everyone was a bit jumpy, either drunk or in some strange place in their head. Faces started to look distorted in the firelight. We’d all heard about the creek being haunted.

‘Didn’t some little kids drown here? Like wandered off from their parents and fell in the deep part?’

‘I heard that,’ said someone. ‘It was a long time ago, in the seventies maybe?’

‘Yeah, there was a big search party, wasn’t there? I think it was for the little kids.’

That story soon petered out. I wanted to talk about Ivan Milat, who was branded on our brains after months of nightly news.

Imagine a sunny day, I said, hitchhiking along a gum-scented highway and getting a lift from a guy with a fucking horrible moustache and an evil grin. Half an hour later, he pulls up at the side of the road in a state forest and tells you to get out. You stumble out of the truck, confused and maybe thinking Australia’s a funny place, when you see him lift a rifle to his shoulder and point it at you.

Imagine running, twisting your ankle, tripping and terrified, lost in the bush…

Mum would say, ‘Well, what do you expect if you hitchhike?’

Everyone laughed at that, and it broke the tension. A few kids we didn’t know had joined the party. I checked my watch, it was eleven-thirty. My plan was to get up and return just before midnight and sit somewhere else, so I wasn’t trapped next to Nathan when the countdown started.

Someone handed out a new round of cans, and we all had to drink whatever we got, whether we liked it or not. A couple of people got up to take a piss and didn’t come back. Jason had disappeared at some stage. Out doing sheep probably.

We sat in the heat of the fire. The moon was up, a big wonky shape like a squashed orange, very atmospheric. Torchlights roamed over the swamp and scrub like a light show. Music started up and shut down, loud then silent, like an audio version of a strobe light. We were gathered on the dry bank where the creek was low and stony, but further downstream there were small cascades, a soothing sound, and it was better without music.

A few kids were tripping. Others wandered off to find more firewood and some of the guys went to check on vomiting girls to ‘see if they were okay’.

‘Get a room,’ we said, when people started getting on top of each other. I didn’t know much about the actual details, having not done it with another person before. Everyone knew this about me because everybody in this place knew everything about everybody else.

I wasn’t planning to lose my virginity on New Year’s Eve or any other night. Rooting might have been nice but it didn’t sound like it. The only reason I would have done it was to say, ‘Stuff you!’

If Nathan had other plans, that was his problem. Just before midnight I went for a piss and when I came back I saw a space next to another girl and sat there.

The moon was a little silver coin high in the sky when the midnight countdown came. The campfire by this time was roaring, you couldn’t see the person opposite through the flames and smoke. We counted down, yelling at the top of our voices. Screaming at the top of our lungs.

HAP-PY NEW YEAR!!!!!

Then it was all on with the kissing and groping. Some kids might have deliberately sat next to someone they fancied but it felt random. It was intense, like someone had fired a starter gun and it was the last train to Dicktown.

The girl next to me grabbed me and we kissed, tongues and all. She tasted like beer but nicer than beer in a boy’s mouth. And while it was happening, I was thinking, Yeah, we’re lesbians. I hadn’t thought of being a lesbian before and it was a lightbulb moment. This could well be the reason I was a bit strange. Not because I was fat.

I’d been a bit hurt when I heard that at least five kids had told their parents they were staying over at my place. That to those five, I was the least exciting friend they could find. Being a lesbian would make me more interesting for sure. And next time they wouldn’t be so quick to tell their parents they were staying at my place. If their parents thought I was like that, they wouldn’t let them. And that would serve them right.

Kendall, the girl I’d kissed, was a bit of a loner at school, having only arrived the year before. She wore all black and had a few piercings. No-one really got the goth thing but now I could see, in the light of the fire, how beautiful she was. Her long black hair had a sheen to it, like a scarab beetle. Her nose was straight. She was tall and thin which would make us an odd couple, but we’d be together, despising everyone else.

‘What are you looking at?’ she said in an unpleasant tone.

‘Nothing.’

Everything was quiet for a while, the creek’s ripple reminding us of where we were. I heard someone behind me and turned around, but it was hard to see in the dark. And for some reason, I didn’t want to turn on my torch. I listened hard and all I could hear were voices, out of sight but not far away. A girl’s voice, laughing.

My scalp crawled, that unmistakable creepy feeling, and I shuffled round, closer to the creek and further from the shrubs and she-oaks. I never liked she-oaks, they reminded me of spiders.

‘I know a good story,’ said Kendall the goth.

A sharp scream pierced the air. I scrabbled to my feet and broke off a tree branch to use as a weapon. My heart was thumping, and I kept swallowing. It was unreal because everyone was looking at me and no-one was doing anything to help. What if whoever it was had a knife?

‘Sit down,’ said Kendall. ‘They’re just fooling around.’ And sure enough the scream became hysterical laughter, like a hyena on magic mushrooms.

A couple of guys from school had drifted back to the campfire, where the kids who weren’t pashing were mostly drinking and staring into the flames. One of the guys started telling a story about the time someone had disturbed a shallow grave on an island in the middle of the Werribee River. The kids had been making BMX trails with jumps and circuits, hurtling around the course when someone hit a bump and a human thigh bone flew up.

I was feeling a bit queasy, like I really needed water to help dilute all the vodka and orange, and beer, but there was nothing to drink but more beer. By the time I tuned in again, the human bones had become an Aboriginal burial site they’d disturbed. The boys tried to cover up the bones again so they could keep the trail going, after all the work they’d put in. And the spirits didn’t like it.

‘I’ve got a good story,’ said Kendall.

‘Not yet,’ said Matt. ‘I haven’t got to the good bit yet.’

The first guy was killed in a car accident, like a week later, and the other one kept dreaming about hanging himself. He couldn’t talk about anything else, but no-one believed him until he went back to the island one night and actually did it. Hung himself. The others just dropped off the radar.

A few people nodded as if they believed it.

Suddenly, a huge splash echoed from further up the creek. But the creek wasn’t very deep, at least I didn’t think it was deep enough for a body to sound like that. It was eerie because no other sound followed. No cries of alarm or fear or even mocking laughter. No follow-up splashing of someone struggling to get to the oozy old bank.

A couple of heads turned but no-one seemed worried.

‘What was that?’ I said, trying to sound normal.

Matt shrugged, and Kendall laughed before falling onto her back and kicking up her legs.

My glasses were all fogged up with a mixture of sweat and smoke, and I didn’t think I could see well enough in the dark if no-one came with me. I wanted to spew and wondered whether I could get up at all.

The night had a rustling quality, like voices murmuring in the next room, too indistinct to hear what they were saying. Frogs croaked and the cascades rippled. An owl called. I had goosebumps, as if some hidden person or thing was watching us.

‘My story,’ said Kendall, ‘is about a haunted doll’s house.’

Two guys returned to the fire, doing up their flies as they came. I crept away to piss in the bushes and afterwards I knelt for a while on my hands and knees dry-retching. I’ve never been good at throwing up. My body just keeps it all in.

I was supposed to be staying at Katy’s and I hadn’t seen her for hours. After dragging myself back to the campfire, I sat on the outer edge of the circle, near another girl who, despite the shrieky laughing, was probably safer than the guys I went to school with. I wished I had a wall or something solid behind me and not just open space.

That little hand, said Kendall, crept all around the house at night, hiding in the curtains, playing the piano. One morning I got up and the parrot was dead. I don’t know why.

‘Did the little hand strangle it?’

Kendall’s face darkened then, as if she was looking inwards at some nightmare scenario.

God, she was gorgeous. Why had I never noticed before? Maybe she was bi rather than a straight-out lesbian. I didn’t even know what I was, but hopefully a lesbian. Or just a drunk fat girl wearing dirty glasses with her knees curled up to hide her body.

Kendall continued her story.

I woke up one morning with a long bleeding scratch that went from under my jaw right down my throat, all the way down…

‘And you didn’t feel it, at the time?’

Kendall shook her head.

The next night, Mum woke up screaming because something was raking through her hair. She ripped a tiny plastic thing away from her scalp. It landed with a click, and then there was an awful scuttling noise. But by the time Dad came to, the thing had gone. He didn’t believe her.

‘Was the little hand a poltergeist?’

‘He always thinks she makes up stuff to get attention.’

Kendall was so quiet in school, never said a thing, and now she was holding a whole circle of mostly boys under a spell. Her hands covered her face, and her body shook as if she was silently sobbing.

What happened next was very strange. She lay back with her legs and arms spread-eagled and people started stroking her. Her eyes were open looking up at the night sky and she seemed completely peaceful as if all the hands on her weren’t happening.

She was so absolutely passive that I wanted to join in. I wanted to unlace her Docs and peel down her tights. I wanted to find out what sex was like.

Instead, I crept away. When the firelight faded behind me, I turned on my torch, hoping the battery still had some life in it. Shouting and laughter came from further down the creek where a second party was taking off. If only I had the guts to go upstream and see if something horrible really had happened.

The ground beneath my feet shook and the night exploded with kids running, screaming and yelling, crashing through the bush chasing each other. A sweaty stink gusted through the air. People ran around me as if I was invisible. It was a game, maybe some version of the Ivan Milat story.

I trudged towards the road, which was a long way away. I remembered how happy we’d been on the way down, each of us hoisting a six-pack. Now I was glad to be on my way home, to my own bed and pyjamas under my pillow. I’d say Katy and I had a fight and that’s why I wasn’t at her place.

The path looked different in the moonlight and didn’t feel right. Before I could work it out, I tripped, fell hard and heard the crack of my glasses breaking.

A foot came stomping down on my back.

‘Stop it,’ I squawked. ‘Get off me!’

I tried to twist my head to see who was doing it and the foot crushed the side of my face, grinding me into the dirt. When the pressure lifted, I rolled onto my back, and looming over me was the silhouette of Jason with his sticking out ears.

‘You fucking fat bitch,’ he said.

With two hands he lifted a block of stone over his head and swung it down.



I didn’t die because he was only joking.

Mum would have said, ‘Well, what do you expect if you go down to the creek at night?’




The Starry Night

Just as he hooked her lace knickers, dragging them down her legs while she wriggled to help him, Kirra realised she was looking at herself. Her body rippled, aching for the moment that was coming up next, but now the doubt had crept in. She groaned aloud and that was it. With his breath co-mingled with hers and her nostrils full of his musky sweat, the dream faded into a lonely awareness.

Her eyes snapped open, and she thought, ‘Co-mingled?’ Was that a proper word?

Why did she have to create a narrative as well as see the whole thing from the outside? Why couldn’t she just be fully in the dream and wake up happy for once, instead of waking annoyed about how to describe it?

The rooster next door gave a strangled cry, always and forever missing the last three syllables of a proper cock-a-doodle-doo. Always cock-a-do-errgh. She’d complained to the council, more than once, and been told that no-one in St Kilda had a rooster. The migrants who kept productive gardens with chickens had moved to the outer suburbs while renters weren’t allowed to keep chickens, let alone roosters. It was against council regulations.

When she asked the guys if the rooster’s crowing bothered them too, they’d laughed and then looked expectant, as if the rooster were the starting point of an entertaining story. She didn’t mention it again.

Outside her room, the sky was lightening. Her beloved wouldn’t come now. But they would steal time again, soon, she was sure of it.



Someone was banging around the kitchen and the smell of toast drifted on the air.

Kirra struggled to sit. When she reached for her journal on the bedside table, she saw the bed was scattered with Tarot cards. She only ever had one question for the Tarot, and nine times out of ten she didn’t like the answer.

She swept the stupid cards from the bed but one of them stuck to her finger. An omen! She counted to fifty and turned the card over. It was The Chariot, meaning movement and energy. Unless it had been upside down. Was she moving forward in life and love or stuck in the same old rut?

Rut, she decided, and flicked the card to the floor. Rut was a good word, reminding her of fucking in the woods with her peasant skirt hiked up and pine needles imprinting patterns on her bare buttocks.



In the kitchen, a girl she hadn’t seen before, long black hair, dead straight, and wearing Kirra’s blue and white sarong, the antique one, pushed past her with two plates piled with buttery honey crumpets.

‘We’ll be sleeping soon,’ the girl said. ‘If you could keep the noise down…’

If I had the rooster recorded – Kirra shoved the last crumpet down in the toaster – I could play it all day. Or even better, at fifteen-minute intervals, so there was just enough time in between to almost fall asleep. Round about now would be good, she thought, as the rhythmic creaking in the next room started up.

A bitter taste filled her mouth.

She had to do something. But what?



After writing in her journal, Kirra worked her way through the Saturday paper’s hospitality ads: kitchen hands, dishwashers, waitresses. No front-of-house positions where charm, sophistication and people skills could take you places. She moved on to reception work requiring experience and references. Childcare. Shop Assistant: must be good with money while underpaid. Girl Friday – here she hesitated. Was there a future in making coffee, collecting dry-cleaning and being bossed around?

‘The boss isn’t here, I’m sorry. His pants are round his knees. Can I take a message?’

She made fresh tea and took it out to the old school desk in the backyard. Weeds burst through cracks in the cement, but she sat in the shade of a fruitful lemon tree that was the best thing about the whole share house. Between her fingers she rolled a small branch of rosemary, herb of remembrance, the cleansing scent of it helping to soothe her frustration.

The sky was azure blue, her feet were bare, and the day was lovely except there were no ads for door bitches at exclusive nightclubs. And she was sick of being broke and unable to afford a better life.

If she had her own place, she’d have so much more to offer.

She noticed an ad for “Writer”, which was written with double apostrophes as if something else was implied. Kirra was halfway through an arts degree and had a boxful of notebooks with memorable phrases and ideas for stories. She could “write”. She tore the ad out and stuck it in her journal. First thing Monday, she would call the number, ask for Eliphaz and talk him into giving her the job.



Huge racket in the kitchen, someone clattering pots, pans and cutlery, slamming cupboards and doors.

It was late afternoon. She reached for her journal on the bedside table and read the last page she’d written. It was hopelessly stuffed with adjectives and adverbs. She started a new page and wrote ‘ungodly yearning’. Ungodly was the kind of passion that had Heathcliff digging up Cathy’s grave, fastening her dead (dirt-clogged?) body to his, refusing to give her up. Teeth gnashing and foaming like a demon.

Sinéad O’Connor’s ‘Nothing Compares 2 U’ came suddenly blaring from the radio in the kitchen. The lease for the house was in the joint names of one of the guys and his ex who no longer lived there. Darryl’s mate Glen had the second-best room, while Kirra’s room was sinking into the front garden with a great chunk of plaster cornice on the floor where it had fallen some time ago.

In the kitchen, the girl with long black hair, now dressed in overalls, was busy frying onions. The bench was piled with mixing bowls, whisks and beaters while every dinted aluminium op-shop saucepan possessed by the household was stacked unsteadily in the sink.

‘I’m making a soybean casserole,’ the girl announced, whipping back her sheet of hair. Her movements were swift and jerky and when she turned, her expression was oddly bright.

Darryl was at the table packing a bong. His eyes rolled in as he watched the pipe burn down, before blowing out a stream of pungent smoke.

‘We’re all going to the Espy tonight,’ he said. ‘Wanna come? Hunters are on.’

‘Not tonight.’ Kirra smiled to herself. Her inner world was more exciting than anything the Hunters could ever offer. If she felt like going out, perhaps to see the moon reflected in the sea, she could amble along the Esplanade while her glorious prostration remained front and centre in her mind. No other players required.



She dialled the number for the “Writer” position.

‘Drugline,’ a purring female voice answered. ‘Is this an emergency?’

‘Maybe I have the wrong number?’

‘Sorry,’ the voice continued and then became slightly muffled. ‘Is your situation stable?’

‘I’m calling about the writer position that was in the Saturday paper.’

‘Oh, that.’

‘I’m an excellent writer, and I happen to be free at the moment.’

‘It’s more a matter of being the right person for the job.’ The woman’s voice was now superior. She would have made an excellent door bitch.

‘I’ll put you down for one o’clock. Eels wants this up and running quickly.’ The woman gave an address in East Melbourne and hung up.



Kirra trawled through the hangers on her clothes rack. Nothing felt quite right but, in the end, she picked her favourite dress, an aqua blue fitted style that he’d once called ‘sexy’. Red stilettos from the vintage market that clacked when she walked because they were half a size too big. She started with light makeup but couldn’t stop piling it on until her eyes were ringed with kohl and her lips painted red.

In the mirror she saw a desperate girl, eternally caught between ecstasy and despair. Rusted onto it. Full-time onto it.

She blotted the lipstick and pinned her hair back on one side.

In the kitchen, the housemates and the other girl were sitting at the table passing bongs and coughing.

‘It’s the middle of the day,’ said Glen. ‘Why are you all dressed up?’

She rinsed a glass and drank some water, noting the casserole dish still soaking eighteen hours after the soybean event.

‘I have a job interview,’ she said.

She wasn’t all dressed up; she was simply dressed as she had been the first time she and her beloved had kissed. She was pleasure in motion.



The address in East Melbourne was a three-storey terrace house with no sign of a business name. Through the gate, a tessellated path, three steps, and a buzzer that she pressed and held down for a beat longer than usual.

The woman who opened the door was tall, statuesque and wearing a miniskirt. ‘Come in.’ She stepped back. ‘Kerry, is it?’

‘Kirra actually.’

‘The waiting room’s empty so make yourself at home. He’ll be down in a sec. I’m Trish, by the way, I’ll be in the next room counting money if you need anything.’

‘Wait,’ said Kirra. ‘What should I call him?’

‘You could call him sir. He’d love that.’ She flipped her hand towards a room on her right and strolled down the hall.

The waiting-room chairs were all different heights and styles. A coffee table in the centre held a spray of brochures, the kind you print off and fold in three. She reached for one.

Are you or a family member suffering from drug addiction? There was a heart shape with a syringe through it and underneath the heart, the words in bold font, Help is at hand.

As she opened the brochure, there was a commotion in the hall, and she stuffed it into her bag. In the doorway stood a tall gaunt man dressed entirely in black and a young woman in a business suit.

‘Ah,’ he said, jangling with keys and chains as he moved. ‘The excellent writer.’

Could his hair really be that black with his complexion so pale? But when he smiled, his eyes sparkled, and she saw how he might just have the charisma to pull off being called Eliphaz with a buxom assistant counting money in the next room.

He turned to the woman beside him and asked her to wait.

‘Follow me,’ he said, springing lightly up the stairs as Kirra followed, trying not to clack.

At the second-floor landing, he hesitated, just long enough for her to be conscious of the third floor above. He opened the closest door and she followed him into a normal-looking study with a computer desk, tall bookcase and two armchairs. They sat side by side in the armchairs, twisting to face each other.

‘What do you write?’ he asked.

‘I have a wide range.’

His eyes narrowed and his hand made a little come forth gesture.

‘I write poetry and gothic-type stories. I write essays, plus historical and futuristic scenarios.’

‘Good,’ he said, cutting her off. ‘That’s exactly what we’re looking for. A mixture of science and magic. Now that religion is on the way out, humanity is craving a spiritual alternative.’

He studied her intently and she had to look away, but she felt his eyes on the side of her face.

‘I’ll hire you both.’ He slapped the arm of the chair. ‘You do the writing and research. The other chick can type. A hundred words a minute, she tells me.’ He sounded amused. By what?

Kirra still couldn’t picture what they’d be doing, although it was excellent news she had the job. ‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me a little more about… your vision? For the project, I mean.’

He began to pace the room, stopping now and then to give her a hard look. Kirra would be writing predictions for all the possibilities of someone’s star sign. People would pay big bucks for personalised packages that outlined their short-and long-term chances of success in love, career, inheritance, taking out rivals and enemies and so on, based on the hour and date of birth. For extra, they might get numerology and, possibly, Tarot readings.

A poetic and gothic writing style would give the whole thing just the right flavour.

The air went out of him and he collapsed into the chair. ‘We’re transitioning away from drug counselling. People are dying for some sort of New Age certainty, and we’re going to give it to them.’

‘Can I just clarify,’ Kirra asked. ‘You want me to write the predictions or…’

He gestured at the bookshelf. ‘Copy relevant bits from any of these, doesn’t matter how you do it as long as no-one can tell.’ He pulled an elephant-sized folio from the bottom shelf and dropped it in her lap. ‘Start by reading this.’

He turned on his heel. She hefted The Golden Dawn aside and scurried down the stairs after him.

‘Twenty dollars an hour but don’t tell Rina, she’s only getting fifteen. If you get it all done in three weeks, we’ll be talking bonuses.’

In the waiting room, a woman in a flowing purple gown with Pre-Raphaelite crimped hair sat across from Rina in her business suit.

‘My consort, Isis.’ Eliphaz held out his hand and Isis rose to join him.

‘See you in the morning,’ he said, ushering them out.



Kirra scoured the crusty casserole. ‘If this happens again, I’m throwing it out.’

‘You’ll be in the money,’ said Darryl. ‘We can get pizzas.’

‘When I get paid, sure. In the meantime, can we please stick to simple meals that are easy to clean up?’

Darryl and Glen exchanged smirks. They annoyed her so much sometimes. It would be great to find a new place, have her name on the lease and claim the best bedroom. With a job she could buy new clothes. Silk lingerie. That Palm Springs-style drinks trolley she’d seen in the antiques store, fully stocked with top-shelf liquor including Midori and Cointreau.

Her beloved didn’t like any of that stuff, it would be more of a consolation prize. But she’d still keep his favourite beer in the fridge. She’d still be available.

What she wouldn’t do is knock on his girlfriend’s door or hang around hoping for a glimpse of him. He’d been so angry about that, and she’d been so tearful. It made her tremble to think about those harsh words, it made her wet.



The rooster crowed and Kirra’s first day on the job began.

A line of mostly young people queued from the front gate to the door into the building while a second group streamed out the door holding donation tins bearing the heart-syringe logo.

Trish came to the entrance, yelled, ‘Next lot,’ and herded the ragtag group into the waiting room. Her address to them began with, ‘Anyone who doesn’t have respect for people who are down on their luck can leave right now.’

In their new workspace, Rina asked, ‘What are we supposed to be doing?’

‘Astrology. You can start by setting up twelve folders for the star signs and, under each sign, the same twelve for the rising signs. Twelve folders at the top level and twelve times twelve for the next level down.’

‘Got it.’ Rina hit the keyboard and the screen lit up. ‘What are the signs again?’

Kirra passed her a book called Star Signs and repeated the twelve times twelve requirement. Even though she understood astrology, loved it in fact, she was sympathetic to Rina’s puzzled expression. Fortunately, she was in charge and could give the instructions.

It probably made sense to work from one book at a time, systematically. She would identify the relevant bits of book one, stick in Post-it notes to mark the pages and get Rina to photocopy them. Then she could highlight the paragraphs she liked best and, using glue on paper, join the sections with her own creative writing, then add stuff from book two with more of her own writing, and so on, while Rina typed and did the photocopying.

Or… they could start by creating a complete model, say for a Sagittarius male with unknown rising sign, combined with a Scorpio female with Virgo rising. Were those two destined to be soulmates? How might this work if other people – like a girlfriend or interfering ex – were involved?

Rina worked on her manicure in between bursts of typing, and doing photocopying downstairs, while Kirra assembled her complete-model example. The first book started with a flat statement that Scorpio and Sagittarius were fundamentally incompatible.

Scorpio women can be very attractive, she read. Kirra transcribed this as ‘a Scorpio woman can get any man she wants’. But he likes his freedom too much to commit to her intensity. She thought about how best to reframe this and settled on: ‘Their lovemaking will be intensely pleasurable and transcendent.’

She then decided to do a quick Tarot reading for the two signs. Just the three-card past, present and future spread using the Rider-Waite cards she was familiar with. She cut the deck into three piles and her hand went straight to the pile with the top card facing upright.

First card, for the past, The Lovers. Yes! She peeked at the next card, The Devil. That tiresome card, meaning addiction, attachment, sexuality, but it could also mean Eliphaz, who would probably be flattered if he knew.

Last card, the future. Slowly she turned it over: Eight of Cups reversed. Aimless drifting. Not true; she was utterly focused, with a single passionate goal. She packed up the cards and started on the next reference book, Planets in Transit: Life Cycles for Living.

‘We’ll start on Aries now,’ she told Rina.

Throughout the day, feet tramped up and down the stairs and back and forth overhead. For a while it sounded like furniture was being dragged around. Later, the donation-collecting serfs came trudging through the front door. Rina nipped downstairs to make tea and reported that the kitchen table was lined with collection tins, at least twenty already.



Home again. The front door slammed, the guys heading out to the Prince of Wales to hear a new band. They’d left the dishes as usual.

After a joint and a few shots of Pernod, she turned off the light, sank into her bed and let her mind swim freely. Collection tins with heart-syringe logos lined up like characters from Disney’s Fantasia, tilting from side to side on tiny legs, clanking with coins. This made her smile.

Her lips tingled as she was lifted from the everyday world and caressed into the dreamlike state she adored. As her body opened, the arousal she felt was sublime, the world around her rendered in colours that shaped themselves into the most beautiful art imaginable.

In a trance, she lifted the sash window as far as it could go and returned to lie on her side watching the curtain gently lift and ripple in the moonlight. With cool air on her skin, her breathing slowed, and a ghost of herself split off to roam the streets looking for him.



The rooster crowed for the third time. Kirra barely slept and barely ate these days, but love ran through her veins, and it was delightful.

In the East Melbourne terrace, she continued with the general approach that catered for all twelve signs. She worked on the floor with pages sticky-taped from the end of one to the beginning of the next, creating long scrolls that felt medieval. Rina, who was Catholic, browsed the occult book collection troubled by feelings of taboo.

‘It’s pagan,’ she complained.

‘They’re old religions,’ said Kirra. ‘But you can bet the sacred knowledge was always received and explained by men.’

‘Very perceptive,’ said Eliphaz, suddenly in the room.

Kirra started rolling her scrolls but too late.

He held out his hand and she gave him a bundle of them. From the chair, he unrolled the pages and started reading. ‘I like this format.’ He winked.

Kirra crawled into the seat beside him while Rina escaped with a pile of books marked up for photocopying.

‘You need to add in the Tarot information.’ He reached for a book. ‘Here’s the key.’

The key was Aleister Crowley’s The Book of Thoth (Egyptian Tarot).

‘I looked at that,’ she said. ‘It’s pretty, um…’

‘Feel free to improvise.’ He stood, shedding scrolls left and right. And then he was gone.

She set the pages for each sign down in a circle. Twelve sticky-taped scrolls that would all need to be rewritten to sound like a coherent source of information rather than the assorted crap they were. What was she even doing here?

Who was she kidding? He would never love her. But he would. He had to.

Anguish rose from the depth of her belly to the bottom of her throat. She’d felt this before when their bodies were joined, it was pleasure and pain combined and more powerful than either. It was stronger than addiction and more primal than a baby’s cry.



Rina returned as several sets of footsteps thundered from upstairs, past their level and down. They both pretended not to hear, part of an unspoken agreement to ignore anything unusual in case it interfered with being paid.

Kirra settled in to read the Thoth Tarot book. The writing was obscure and cold, with a pedantic style that made her feel tired. Why would anyone want to pay big bucks for this? Why not the folksy Rider-Waite cards with their sticks, swords and bundles all explained in a tiny leaflet, a couple of words per card?

But the Thoth illustrations were much more interesting: bright, lush and somehow yearning. Lady Frieda Harris had taken eleven years to complete the seventy-eight cards, with endless revisions demanded by Crowley, her master, who described himself as a fanatical slave driver. And she’d financed the entire project.

The illustrations reminded Kirra of van Gogh’s paintings. Not the backstory but the emotion in the art, the intense pitch of it.

Flicking through the pages, she paused to take in the shimmering, full-page Ace of Cups, a sapphire blue cup with two curved handles. A stream of light rose from the cup, ribbed with waves like the pattern of a clamshell.

The Ace of Cups, she read, represents a time of beginnings: love, joy, fertility, marriage, birth, creativity. That sounded promising, except she didn’t want to marry or be fertile. What she wanted was the past and one man only, climbing though her bedroom window every night for the rest of her life. Nothing more and nothing less.

Rina stomped from the room and down the stairs.

Kirra carefully tore the page from the book. A terrible thing to do to a book, she knew it, but that picture belonged in her journal, to remind her of beginnings and not endings. To remind her that living without him was not the same as dying.

A while later Rina returned to tell her, ‘Trish is paying all those tin-shakers from a big cashbox. She’s telling them all not to come back.’



The next morning, they helped Trish load three heavy suitcases into the back of a van.

‘Back soon,’ she said. ‘You guys finish up upstairs, copy everything onto discs and clear it all away. Then wipe the whole computer.’

An hour later, Trish gave them each an envelope of cash and hustled them out the door.

‘What’s going on?’ Kirra said.

‘You’ll see it on the news tonight.’ Trish was flushed with excitement and didn’t look at all worried. She gave Kirra a hug.



The housemates had three XL pizzas delivered to the door and were settled in front of the TV when the news came on. Kirra took a bite and put it back in the box.

A reporter stood at the front of the East Melbourne terrace while cops went in and came out carrying boxes. ‘The charity Drugline is under investigation after complaints of embezzlement and tax evasion, but police remain tight-lipped.’

Here the camera panned to a uniformed officer saying, ‘No comment,’ as the reporter attempted to follow him yelling, ‘Is Drugline the front for a cult?’

‘Wow,’ said the guys, busy stuffing their faces. ‘A cult? Like what?’

‘At least they paid me,’ Kirra said. The envelope had seven hundred dollars in it, way more than she’d been promised. Some of the notes were stuck together so maybe it had been a mistake but still…

Having money might help her find a way to exist that wasn’t living on air and crumbs. The feeling of disintegration might ease up, just a little.

The last time they’d made love, they were stoned, for sure, but something else had happened and she couldn’t forget it. Sometimes heat rushed through her leaving her cold and shivering. Other times she burst into unexpected tears. And she constantly craved the sight of him.

She’d been riding him, her hands on his shoulders while he rubbed her clitoris, waves of pleasure bringing her closer and closer to release when suddenly she was outside standing in the garden. Soft rain misted her skin. She lifted her hands and held them out, her fingers curling as water trickled through them, her hair blowing upwards in a cool fresh breeze. All around her, lemon-yellow stars whirled in an indigo sky.

When consciousness returned, she was cradled on his chest as he stroked her back and soothed her tears. A gentle rain pattered on the corrugated roof and the curtain flapped, the hem of it damp.

That was the last time he’d climbed through her window. She’d never had the chance to ask him, Where were you while I was in the garden with open hands uplifted?

She’d never had the chance to say, Were you in the starry night too?




Birds

We stop going to school. Only a week until summer holidays, nothing much happening and anyway, I always do what Birdie says.

She wants to spend more time in the dunes. The plovers are nesting and it’s our job to protect them. We can’t get close, we don’t want to scare them, but we share Dad’s old binoculars and watch them sitting, same bird for days before they swap and the other goes off to find food.

Birdie says they mate for life, not like our mother.

Dumb birds, building nests on the ground. When the holidays start, the beach will swarm with people and dogs, scrabbling all over the dunes and wrecking the nesting sites.

Last year a dog came haunching up on a nest. He knew the swooping plovers were only bluffing and he moved in like a skanky fox, crunching up the newly hatched and pissing on the nest for fun. By the time we got there, nothing but scattered twigs and a single tiny feather.

Why can’t the plovers be fierce like eagles with cruel talons and sharp beaks to peck out the eyes of predators? But they aren’t fierce, they have built their nests in the dunes since the time before people and they can only do what they’ve always done.

Birdie says the creatures who can’t change are the ones who die out. If we can’t evolve, we die out.

When we were making our names, I wanted to be Falcon, but Birdie said it wasn’t right. We looked in the old bird book and I picked Peregrine, but it was too long. I’m Perrie now.



I love the slow time with nothing happening, just Birdie and me in the dunes and the plovers with their fragile nests. I love the light that brightens, crystal clear up close while a squall line blurs on the faraway side. We play a waiting game, watching shadows roll as the rain comes in or blows away, until we run home wet or dry.

We are keeping an eye on two of the nests. The other birds must save themselves with swooping, bluffing and faking tricks. One nest has three eggs and the other one two. The plovers sit in the open like fools but one of them is always on the job.

This is the dangerous time. All the creeping sliding things come for the newly hatched and no amount of screeching can stop them. Last week, a fox came to our house to kill the rooster and steal a chicken. He is prowling, prowling, hiding in the night and waiting for his chance.

We make a pile of ragged stones and practise ways of throwing. Birdie has a slingshot, and her strike rate is deadly.



We have a list of jobs. Mum can’t be expected to do all the work with no help from lazy girls. On and on she goes and then I hear her vomiting in the bathroom.

‘She’s sick of herself,’ hoots Birdie.

Cleaning is prep for the boyfriend who calls himself Fish. No surprises there, he comes every Sunday to lord over a dinner made especially for him. We are told to wash our hair and be polite. We pay him back with muteness at the table until we can go to our room. We close the door and leave them to it.

When Fish is coming, Birdie gets stressy and makes me dust the collections. Sometimes the eggs go in little boxes lined with straw, organised by bird. Other times they make a pattern or a story on a tray. The top shells go in a tight spiral like the nautilus drawings, and the doughboy scallops have different rules every week.

I don’t mind. I like the arrangements, but it makes Birdie angry if I do it wrong.

‘When I grow up,’ I say, ‘I might have my own museum. But I don’t know if anyone else will be allowed to see it.’

Birdie makes thin lips. ‘Except you,’ I add.

‘I might be an artist and draw the collections,’ she says. ‘But first we have to strike back.’



We were born in this house built of bluestone and so was Mum. Grandad was born here and his father before him, all the way back to the early days. Our mother came first and then the boy, the beloved son. He fell from the cliffs, that was the story. The kelp wrapped round and held him down and he washed up later nibbled and chewed, without eyes.

Birdie was born five years before me, while Grandad and Ma were alive. They told her about the boy who drowned and the shipwrecks, many of them, broken on the jagged reef. Sometimes fog, sometimes lost, sometimes the hand of God.

In the dreamy night, we hear them slowly creak and break, pressed between wave and cliff.



Birdie peels potatoes while I sit on the doorstep, bag of peas on my lap and bowl between my knees.

I like this spot with our chickens pecking around, making a dustbowl out of the yard. I throw the pods one at a time and the chickens can’t guess where the next one will land. They strut and squawk, beating each other down when a pod flies. They flap and peck with sharp beaks.

Mum and Birdie are fighting in the kitchen.

‘You’re not wearing that!’ Mum’s voice. ‘Go and put on something else, right now.’

I can’t hear Birdie’s reply, only the soft rumble of her voice, the special voice she uses for Mum.

‘You have clothes that fit you,’ Mum says. ‘I’m so tired of you girls.’

Birdie starts to grumble.

‘It’s simple – if you want to wear shorts, you need a long shirt. If you want the T-shirt, you need a long skirt or pants.’

Birdie is wearing the Tweety Bird T-shirt. Mum tried to throw it out, but we brought it back in. It’s a raggedy, childish T-shirt, true, but that’s why we like it. Mum shouldn’t throw out our stuff. It isn’t right.

I split the pods by cracking them halfway down. I open them and scrape slowly so peas spill into the bowl with a rattling sound. I stir the cool fresh peas with my finger. I drift in the slow time: choosing a pod, the split, then spill, throw the shell to the chickens to make a ruckus, stir the peas to bring the calm.

Mum comes out. ‘Haven’t you finished yet?’ She pats my hair, feeling for knots. ‘My little daydreamer,’ she says.

Birdie has to pluck the chicken that Mum chased around and killed with an axe. Birdie rips out feathers by the handful, spoiling the skin so the roast will look scabby.

Mum says, ‘Don’t do it like that!’

Birdie says, ‘You do it then. If you don’t like the way I do it.’

Every week, same old same old.

I throw another pod.



Fish brings his mate Sully. Their shadows give me a fright, and the peas in the bowl half-spill.

‘Aww, never mind,’ says Fish. ‘Give ’em a wash, they’ll be good as new.’ He ruffles my head and crosses behind me to the kitchen, beer bottles under his arm. Sully follows.

I leave the spilled peas for the chickens. I put the bowl on the sink and find Birdie in our room. I say, ‘Now he comes in the back way. Sully too.’

‘Now he comes in any way he likes,’ Birdie says. ‘Making himself right at home.’

There isn’t room for another person. This is our house; it makes me angry. I don’t want to share Mum. I don’t want Fish’s big shadow over me all the time.

‘Grow up,’ says Birdie.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Everything is going to change, and nothing will be the same.’

I climb over Birdie into the space between her and the wall. I make myself smaller and smaller until I am a weebill and when I open my mouth, the only sound is a tinny little pip.



Mum calls, ‘Wash your hands, please girls. Dinner’s nearly ready.’

We come to the smooth old table and sit in our places, Mum at one end and Fish at the other, this time Sully beside me.

Birdie signals, No talking.

Mum rabbits on about the weather, her sewing project, the dead rooster and stolen chicken. Fish shovels food, as per usual, nodding away. His face is red and he looks too hot. He’s wearing a big winter jumper like the waterproof ones from the boat. On his head, a knitted beanie, same as Grandad in the photo. He’s dressed up as something and I don’t trust him.

Birdie makes secret eyes at Sully and he smiles.

I signal, What?

She signals, Eat nothing.

I stir my vegetables, mash everything with the back of my fork and make lots of cutlery noise. Mum looks at me with a question mark and I give her a big smile. Her eyes soften and I love her again.

Birdie messes up her chicken, shredding and shredding. She stabs a piece of pumpkin and waves it in the air.

‘Not hungry?’ says Fish. ‘For this nice food, made with love?’

Mum puts her fork down. She wants to know.

Birdie throws down the pumpkin and spears a pea. She waves the pea at Mum and Mum looks almost frightened.

‘You girls,’ says Fish, shaking his head.

Birdie: ‘Don’t call us girls.’

‘What are you then?’

‘I’m a bird of prey,’ I say. ‘I’m a peregrine falcon with sharp eyes and terrible claws.’

‘Not you too,’ says Mum. I feel bad then.

Mum tells us to go to our room, but we don’t. We leave through the back door and duck down under the kitchen window to listen to Mum and Fish whispering.

‘Don’t cry, love, don’t cry,’ says Fish. ‘It will be alright.’

Mum’s voice: ‘I don’t want another baby. I can’t look after one. I can’t do it.’

Baby?

I look at Birdie: Did you know? She bares her teeth. We are quiet as mice, ears pricked for the voices.

Fish again, too loud, too much voice: ‘But I’ll be here to help you. It’s my baby too, you know.’

Weebill, I mouth to Birdie. We can look after a weebill, Birdie, me and Mum with a tiny weebill.

But not Fish, he doesn’t belong.

‘The girls,’ Mum says, ‘the girls.’

Fish’s voice: ‘They’ll be grown soon. That older one, she’ll be off and away before you know it.’

Mum says, ‘I don’t want another baby, I want my girls.’

Birdie and I hold hands. We hold each other, under the kitchen window, down in the dust of the yard. We want our mum.

I make the sign to go, to run away. Birdie shakes her head, puts her hand behind her ear: Listen!

Fish: ‘We’ll make a new family. I’ll work hard, I promise. You can rely on me.’

Mum’s voice: ‘I don’t know.

I just don’t know.’

We leave then, down to the beach, but it’s too dark to find our nest in the dunes. Birdie rolls in the sand, getting sandy hair and sand all over. I wade into the sea all the way, my dress a floating bell before it sinks. I find the salty cool and dip my head under. Birdie joins me and we roll and float until we are soft.

Night-time now, the moon is up.

Let’s go.

Nothing to say. The sky is black as ink and the moon behind us a silvery coin. The stars, the stars.

Through the door, Mum still at the table, head on her folded arms. She looks up with red eyes and sadness flows back and forth between us. ‘You’re home,’ she says, and then she smiles because it’s silly to say what we all know.

Birdie and I come either side of her and we all put arms around. We sway together and that’s when I think, It will be alright. Fish’s words but true all the same.

‘You girls need a bath.’

‘We’re not girls,’ says Birdie.

‘Whatever you are, into the bath.’

Birdie: ‘You in the bath, Mum, a big hot bath up to your neck with lots of bubbles.’

‘We’ll go after you,’ I say.

‘My darling girls.’

We’re not girls.



After our bath, everything is peaceful.

Birdie opens the window to let in the moon and we fall asleep with the sound of the tide in our ears.

I think I’m dreaming when I see Birdie climb out the window. That’s why I say nothing. That’s why I sleep on, safe in my bed, in our little house where we live together, in our world.



Birdie stays out the whole night and I am worried about her. When Mum asks where she is at breakfast, I cover for her. ‘She got up early to check on the plovers.’

Mum says, ‘Better not be late for school. I don’t want another letter from that old witch.’

Dressed for school, I wait for Birdie. My stomach hurts, I’m worried. I feel sick.

But Birdie returns, her own scruffy self, her beautiful mess. Mum stands with hands on hips and Birdie says, as I knew she would, ‘I’ve been to check on the plovers, of course.’

Mum wants to brush her hair. ‘I’ll do a French braid for you.’ She is worried about Birdie too.

Something is different, something has changed.

I give Birdie her lunch bag and we leave together. We see the other kids at the bus stop. They call us retards and we call them spastics. As soon as the bus is gone, we go the back way around to the beach. We walk in the shallows, swinging our shoes.

Birdie sings in her lovely voice the song she remembers from Ma called Will Ye Go, Lassie, Go?

I say, ‘Will we really go to the wild mountain time?’

Birdie laughs. ‘It’s thyme, it’s a herb.’

‘Are you happy?’ I ask. I want these happy days to last forever, for me and Birdie to always be young and free.

‘Oh, yes,’ she says.

‘Where were you? I was worried.’

She doesn’t answer, but when we reach our nest she tells me everything. ‘I paid a visit to Sully,’ she says. ‘You wouldn’t believe it – he told me sometimes young girls need to have sex to let off steam, and I said, “They do, sometimes they do.” He is in so much trouble now. He has no idea. No. Idea.’

‘Sully will go to jail?’

‘I hope so.’

‘But Mum will be sad, she’ll worry.’

Birdie shakes her head. ‘She’s made her choice,’ she says. ‘And it isn’t us.’



Soon Birdie and I will live in the cliffs with our weebill. Ships will be safe because we’ll guide them in, albatross-style. We will dive in the deep and soar in the sky.

We have filled the sea with tears for the plovers, their brown speckled eggs and boneless chicks. Snakes and foxes, people and dogs, lizards as large as beasts. All around can kick you aside, push you out and gobble you up, if you don’t evolve.

For these last days and this last season, we watch over the plovers and wish them blessings.

We have learned to evolve, and soon we will strike.




Starving in the Land of Plenty

Personal assistant to a personal assistant is a lowly position, but with a sketchy work history I’m lucky to have this job. Lucky the three guys on the interview panel were more interested in anecdotes than actual qualifications. Lucky no-one asked, Well, how is it that you’re twenty-six and don’t have any references?

My desk is in the corner while the professor’s PA is under bright lights near the door with a much larger desk, a complete U-shaped set-up with two computers. My job is to do whatever work Diane allocates, and not to thrust myself forward in any way. Those are her words.

By the end of my first week, Diane and I are on the same page. Part of my role is to look out for her interests when she’s not around, including in the staffroom if anyone happens to be talking about her. She’s keen to know if anyone has cottoned on to her increasingly heated romance with the deputy. He can’t be the deputy professor because he’s not any kind of professor, so he’s just the deputy.

In our exclusive area of work, the professor – elderly, dignified and impeccably dressed – has the most prestigious office. The deputy is a shorter, more muscular version with an impatient manner. He enjoys a full head of salt and pepper hair, below his collar in length and with a side-parted fringe that often needs to be brushed back.

As second in charge, the deputy has a smaller office and nameplate, but he is still important. Diane is the executive personal assistant for both, and I am her personal assistant who must not under any circumstances interact directly with either of our superiors apart from the usual courtesies. Everyone needs to be clear on this structure.

A chameleon by nature, I take all this in my stride. As often as possible, I get down to the staffroom to make alliances and to see what food is around. By around, I mean leftovers from the lavish catering provided for meetings and events. Things like smoked salmon and cream cheese sandwiches with the crusts cut off, dainty spinach and feta quiches, tiny blinis with black caviar, premium sushi and California rolls.

You have to be in the right place at the right time. Some of our conference rooms are all glass. Staff aggressively lurking or pacing about, waiting for the meeting to be over, are very conspicuous. This is awkward and embarrassing for everyone. You might get first pick of the muffins but you’ll also get a reputation, lumped in with other notorious vultures.

Get the timing wrong and you’ll get nothing. You’ll have to return to your desk and suffer a parade of other people bearing paper plates overflowing with club sandwiches, party pies, and petits fours.



For most of the day, the professor is ensconced in his office. If he wants anything he’ll buzz Diane, who’ll bring him a proper meal from the Executive Club on a good china plate. Later he’ll buzz for her to collect the plate and cutlery. It’s my job to return these to the club, and to swing by the staffroom on the way back to scout for leftover catering, rumours of catering, or rumours about Diane’s affair with the deputy.

In my third week, I’m ten minutes late and full of apologies but Diane doesn’t care because she’s successfully harvested an entire pan of lasagne. Untouched. The lasagne sits on her side desk and our office is pungent with the aroma of bolognese sauce. She and the deputy will be sharing the lasagne for dinner with a good red wine from his cellar, or perhaps the department’s cellar. No complaints about pungent aromas from him.



Every day at eleven and three-thirty, I make tea for the professor, the deputy and Diane and bring it from the basement staffroom to the third floor on a silver tray. We have an electric kettle, milk, sugar and teabags in the service area here, but this is the art of performance. This is my job.

The other assistants tell me our department has extra-large birthday cakes at least once a week, and there are always leftovers. These go in the staff fridge, clearly labelled, but everyone knows it’s a free-for-all if you’re quick enough. If I find cake to go with my tea service, Diane will smile, and no-one will ask where it came from.

By the end of my first month, I’ve learned the rules and made strategic alliances. I network with my low-status peers and I’m in the official food-alerting subgroup. Together we maintain the vultures blacklist and ranking system.

What do I bring to the group? Inside info on the professor’s strategic planning, including staff targets and any restructuring whispers. We are highly interested in any shifts in status.



Diane pops into the deputy’s office several times a day and emerges flushed and bright-eyed. I keep my eyes on the screen.

She scoots her chair over to the other side of my desk. She has news.

‘How are you?’ I ask, a question I hope is broad enough to cover all possibilities.

She holds her left hand extended and waggles her fingers. I’m about to compliment her long mint-green acrylic nails when she exclaims, ‘Imagine! A great big diamond. At least two carats.’

‘Wow,’ I say.

‘Wow indeed.’ She scoots back to her desk.

An email pops up with the special ping I have coded for Diane. She will be taking a long weekend. The deputy will also apply for leave, but this is a coincidence. No-one should assume anything else. If anyone asks, I am to vigorously rebuff speculation. Delete this email.

We are two metres apart.



Diane wants me to find out if Gayle from Finance is pregnant because she’s been stacking on the weight. She’s also been married for years so if she isn’t pregnant, what’s going on? Fertility problems?

When I report that Gayle is not to anyone’s knowledge pregnant, she’s just put on a few kilos, Diane tells me that obesity is a factor in infertility. In fact, I couldn’t bring myself to ask anyone because it was too awkward. My peer group care about status and aren’t generally interested in babies, although they have nothing against them. Obviously if Gayle were to go on maternity leave, someone might be promoted into her position, but the promotion would be temporary, so not so interesting.

Remind me not to put on weight.

A few days later, Diane asks if I’m planning to get pregnant. I tell her I don’t have a boyfriend right now. I can see she wants to ask if I’m a lesbian, but she shakes herself and tells me instead that she and the deputy won’t be having children after they marry. He has four children from two earlier marriages and doesn’t want to do nappies and broken nights anymore, not that he ever did, but you know…

I have no opinion on this, but Diane is thinking ahead. Her plan is to have a full hysterectomy after about six months, and to let everyone know about it so they can send flowers and visit, and presumably spread the word. This will foil any gossip about her not being able to get pregnant and prevent anyone wondering what’s going on.



Ping! It’s the Thursday staff newsletter and it’s all about food going missing from the staffroom fridge: cartons of yoghurt, microwave meals, whole lunch boxes, and even worse, if possible, half of a lunch box’s contents – half the sandwich, half the grapes, half the muesli bar. Other workplaces are not like this. Our department has a disease.

Management has discussed the issue. One of the managers has had frozen pizzas, clearly labelled, taken from the freezer and replaced with inferior frozen pizzas. This has got to stop.

Positive reinforcement will be trialled. The department will provide a monthly staff appreciation lunch catered by local restaurants. The first staff appreciation lunch will be held tomorrow, Friday. The style of cuisine will be a surprise but vegetarian and gluten-free options will certainly be available. There will be ample food for everyone.

Management hopes this gesture of appreciation will help the people who help themselves to feel appreciated, and to calm down about leftovers and other people’s lunches.

Diane and the deputy cancel their leave.



On Friday, I get to work early.

The professor pops his head out of his office. ‘The staff lunch,’ he says. This is the first time he’s addressed me directly since I’ve been here.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Wonderful idea.’

‘I’d like a report from the ground.’ He looks troubled. ‘Diane won’t be in today,’ he tells me. He doesn’t know she’s cancelled her leave.

‘I’m expecting the new infrastructure manager at ten. Please bring her in immediately and follow with a tea tray at ten-fifteen.’ He pulls back his old tortoise head and the door closes.

Imagine, I say to myself, an office where you can close the door and do important work.

I’ve never been inside the professor’s office but I can see from the outside that his windows are large and north-facing. Toffee-coloured light spills from the room, and I’ve caught a glimpse of leather and antique book bindings. His world is refined, elegant and private, and my tea delivery will allow me to see what such a world looks like.



The deputy arrives and breezes straight past me. Diane arrives a few minutes later with a small eski.

‘He thinks you’re not coming in,’ I say, tilting my head towards the gilded nameplate.

She switches on her computer. ‘No meetings this morning,’ she announces. ‘Any news on the staff appreciation cuisine?’

‘No news.’

‘Why are they calling it cuisine?’ She’s annoyed. ‘Find out ASAP.’

‘He’s expecting someone at ten. He asked me to show her in.’

‘What?’ she says. ‘There’s nothing in his calendar.’ Her hand hovers over the buzzer, but it’s a one-way system.

‘Get down to the staffroom,’ she says. ‘Find out what’s going on.’



It’s nine-twenty and the staffroom is buzzing. Facilities staff are setting up trestle tables and other staff are standing by with boxes of eco-friendly disposable tablecloths and napkins. The room is packed, and I notice quite a few people wearing backpacks and holding nesting sets of Tupperware.

I won’t be able to make the professor’s tea here – it will have to be upstairs. I calculate it will be ten-twenty by the time I’ve delivered the tea tray. That’s cutting it close for scoring a good position at the table.

Another assistant’s assistant, Penny, is across the room and I wave to her. She squeezes through to me.

‘What kind of cuisine?’ I ask. ‘And why is it called cuisine?’

‘It’s something ethnic for sure,’ she says. ‘But I don’t know what.’

‘Who’s doing crowd control?’

She shrugs. ‘Boss told me to get down here and save two chairs and double helpings of everything.’



I collect the paperwork in my in-tray. My computer blinks to life. My phone is pinging nonstop.

Diane emerges, backside first, from the deputy’s office. ‘And you know what that means,’ she says with a throaty laugh.

‘Oh, you,’ she says, gliding to her desk. ‘Well?’

‘Something ethnic,’ I say.

She flicks a glance at the professorial door. ‘Ethnic? What the hell does that mean?’

I have no idea. I’m sweating and nervous about how I can escort the new infrastructure manager into the professor’s office when Diane is here. I won’t be able to do it.

It’s almost ten.

‘Maybe you should check out the staffroom,’ I suggest. ‘I saw Felicity and Joan talking down there. They’ll know what’s going on. They always do.’ Felicity and Joan are high status PAs, almost but not quite on par with Diane.

Diane smooths her skirt, glances at the professor’s door. She lingers a moment, considers the eski, decides against it and hustles from the room.

I quickly check my email and texts. The staff appreciation menu will be rustic French cassoulets with dinner rolls and a choice of two desserts – either crème caramel or chocolate mousse, wobbly desserts that are difficult to tip into Tupperware. Some serious strategic planning has gone into this.



A waft of Shalimar enters the room. An elegant woman with loose blond waves stands poised in the doorway. I hurry to greet her.

‘Hello,’ she says. ‘I have a meeting with—’

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘This way.’ I gesture to the professor’s door.

She is wearing a white bodycon dress and matching short bolero. As I open the door for her and she slides in, I notice the back of her dress is cut low so there is bare skin below the bolero. The door closes.

I begin preparing the tea tray, setting out the monogrammed china and teapot. Why do I have to go downstairs every day in order to bring exactly the same thing back to the office? The whole elaborate ritual is tiresome and often feels pointless, but this is by far the best job I’ve had.

Diane comes clattering into the room. She sniffs the air, clocks my tea preparations and moves in. ‘What are you doing?’ she says. ‘You know to make tea in the staffroom and bring it up.’

‘This is for the professor and his guest,’ I say. ‘It’s not the tea for you and the deputy. I’ll go downstairs and make that in a minute.’

‘How can he have a visitor I don’t know about?’

There is no good answer to this.

I pick up the tray, test that everything is balanced and attempt to move around her. ‘Can you please open the door for me, so I don’t spill?’

Diane walks in front of me creating a mini-procession. She raps on the door with the back of her knuckles and opens it wide.

The professor at his desk does not look pleased to be interrupted, even though it’s exactly ten-fifteen and I’m following his instructions.

The infrastructure manager turns to me with a smile. ‘Lovely,’ she says. ‘You can put that right here.’ She says nothing to Diane and there are no introductions.

I set down the tray carefully. Will she want me to pour it? I think not.

The professor’s room is bathed in light, reflected on polished timber wainscoting. His desk is an impressive antique, both sturdy and dignified, with a dark green leather desktop. Behind the professor, the full-height bookcase holds scarlet, tobacco and black leather-bound tomes. They are the last thing I see as the door closes.



I rush to my desk to check messages. There’s been a ruckus downstairs, with people getting in line too early. A couple of campus security guards have been called in to enforce courtesy. It’s ten-thirty, with two hours still to go before the official lunch opening.

New all-staff emails are issued.

Staff will be served in half-hour sessions at twelve, twelve-thirty and one. People can take their dessert – one per person – back to their desks if they wish but not their main meal plates. No-one will be permitted to take food ‘for later’. No eskies, Tupperware or backpacks will be allowed past the guards. Maximum of two dinner rolls per person.

Good luck with that, I think. Everyone has pockets.

Everyone is angry. Everyone is anxious. Everyone is stressed out of their minds at the prospect of being deprived.

Penny pings me. She has acquired a large fancy fruit plate with pineapple and mango. This will be available at three, in the stationery room. Fruit must be consumed on the spot. Delete this message.

Three suits me because I can make the downstairs tea afterwards, and check what’s in the fridge and whose name is on it.

Diane is in with the deputy, talking loudly. She has never felt more unappreciated.

The professor’s meeting with the new infrastructure manager continues. He hasn’t buzzed Diane for anything, which suits me because I have dozens of emails to work through, all Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Staff appreciation lunch.

My chest is fluttering. Maybe I am having cardiac arrhythmia, or possibly I’m part of a collective, department-wide cardiac arrhythmia. I BCC my inner group asking if paramedics will be onsite for the staff lunch.



The deputy’s door is flung open. Diane scoops her coat and handbag from the closet. She and Felicity are going to Le Petit Château for a very leisurely lunch that might extend to the whole day. They refuse to be second-class citizens, slotted in with the sweaty hoi polloi.

I take a deep breath. We are on at twelve-thirty, but I expect the professor and deputy will both want their staff appreciation lunch brought to them on a silver tray. I can only carry one tray at a time. I could miss out altogether, starving in the land of plenty.

The professor’s door opens. My nostrils are assailed by Shalimar fumes as low-voiced farewells are made. As she leaves the room, the new manager straightens her shoulders and lifts her head.

Her heels click, almost but not quite running.

I am about to approach the professor to ask about lunch when something stops me.

He stands in his doorway, gaze fixed on the receding figure, an expression of yearning and anguish on his face. We stand frozen for what feels like an eternity until he turns with unseeing eyes and his noble door falls silently closed.

A poignant silence hangs over the office, but not for long. Notifications pour in, all marked Urgent High Priority. I shut down my PC. The two doors of my superiors remain solidly closed. They’ll be busy with important work, expecting me to knock, wait, then cheerfully ask when and how they’d like their lunches delivered to them.

I wait thirty seconds, hang my jacket over the back of my chair for the sake of appearance and sprint for the stairs. My period is three weeks late and I have other symptoms. I already know I want to keep it. Diane has just signed off on the end of my probation and I intend to say nothing until my permanency is confirmed by HR. Or maybe I can just keep getting bigger and bigger and see what happens.

On my way, I text Penny as the roar from the basement rises to greet me.




A Red-Tinged Darkness

Our Year 12 final exams are done, we are finished with school, for good, and now we’re going to Bear Gully to celebrate. Mum is worried, even though it’s only a few kays from home and camping at the Gully is a tradition for school-leavers. It’s not like we’ll be raving at a music festival or bingeing at schoolies. We will just be sitting around the campfire, enjoying our freedom and losing the stress of a difficult year.

There’ll be three of us: Lucy, me and Jenna. Whenever we talk and message about our food list or things we need to take, we keep circling back to the campfire. How good it will be to have the dark night wrapped around us, the infinite stars overhead, the sea only metres away at high tide and us stoking the fire, each with our own pile of gathered sticks.

Lucy and I are sharing a three-person dome tent, Jenna is bringing her own tent. I see myself zipped in my sleeping bag, sleepy and calm, lucid-dreaming. Close and safe in our own peaceful world.

Dad drops Lucy and me off with inflatable mattresses, sleeping bags, a camp stove and gas bottle, a candle lantern and torches. ‘Make sure you put out the fire before you go to sleep,’ he says. ‘And pitch your tent at least three metres away from it.’ Just before he drives off, he sticks his head out the window and says, ‘Call me if you need to.’

We have twenty-eight litres of water, milk crates of groceries which can double as chairs, and an esky full of food. Jenna is bringing snacks, treats and soft drink. Here at last, after the year we’ve had, I can’t imagine needing a thing.

You could blindfold me and I’d still know this place. Old trees whisper from a great height, the sea hisses over a rocky shore, and the smell of pine, eucalyptus and ozone brings me to a calm place like a stone in deep water.

Lucy and I already know the site we want. It’s as close to the sea as you can get and sheltered on two sides by scrubby sage-green bushes. We link the flexible tent poles, erect the cover and fly and take turns to bang in the tent pegs.

‘We’re a crack team,’ says Lucy as I work the pump to inflate our mattresses.

There’s room for Jenna next to us and a circle of blackened rocks left by other campers for our fire. I put the esky on the other side of the fire pit to mark our territory.

We get the billy going and make tea. Already the Gully is working its magic and the weight on my chest begins to ease. I’ve had something like asthma for weeks.

Lucy crawls out of the tent in her bikini. ‘Ready?’ she says.

I scramble into my bathers and we race each other across the sand. I know I’ll win because Lucy’s a coward who’ll stop dead in her tracks as soon as she’s in past her knees.

I dive under, freezing my face, coming alive. The tide is coming in, and my feet slip on loops of seaweed. The rock pools are already covered. Under again, silky salty water and Lucy’s legs. I grab them with pretend claws and hear her shriek from underwater.

I rocket to the surface and Lucy kicks away, laughing.

She’s suddenly still. ‘A car,’ she says, and I hear it too.

The car is cruising, idling along at a slow pace. The polite thing is to set up away from other campers, so hopefully whoever it is will see our tent and give us space.

We creep from the water and onto the sand, close to the other side of our campsite. This makes it easier to track where the car is. It’s guys, of course, and they don’t sound like campers to me.

A few minutes later, their music trails away and the hum of the bush returns.

On the hot sand, our bodies turn towards the sun. After a while, Lucy sits. ‘I need more sunscreen,’ she says, running a hand over her arm as if applying it. Her face is red, with beads of sweat popping on her forehead.

‘I have about four tubes in my backpack. Factor 50.’

She stands. ‘I’ve had enough.’ With a hand shielding her eyes, she smiles down at me. ‘I’ll get changed first.’



I’m fair and always burn, sunscreen or not, but I drift towards sleep not caring. In a dream, I’m arguing with Lucy: she’s standing in front of an outline of her shape and I’m throwing darts, really trying to stick her.

Jenna and Lucy are arguing, and it isn’t part of the dream. I brush off sand, listening. By the time I get there, they are laughing. Jenna is setting up a minute tent with another girl. The poles keep collapsing and they are clowning around while Lucy snaps photos of them.

She turns the phone to me and I smile and wave as if there aren’t stones cutting into my feet.

I quickly change, hunched over in the tent. Now everyone will know where we are.

Lucy has reorganised our food supplies and one crate is spare for a seat. ‘Go on,’ she says, ‘I like the dirt.’ She fixes a piece of bread onto the toasting fork and holds it to the flame.

I’m hungry in that special way that comes after a swim, the feeling on your lips that makes you want salty food. I fetch water and tea and hang the billy from the hook.

‘We didn’t bring enough water for four people.’

Lucy shrugs, ‘I guess we won’t be washing dishes.’

Jenna and the other girl join us. ‘Hey,’ says Jenna, ‘this is my cousin, Christie,’ as if Christie was part of the plan.

‘We’re going out after tea,’ says Christie, who isn’t a bit shy. ‘And maybe we’ll come back tomorrow. There’s a party tonight, over at Crayfish Bay. You can come if you want.’

Christie is tall with long slender legs. Her skin is perfectly smooth. She grabs a can of Coke from the esky. She’s very young and this upsets me but I don’t want to be a bitch. I can be chill.

It’s my turn for the toasting fork.

Lucy has four pieces, half uncooked and half burnt. She offers the plate to Christie who shakes her head and lights a cigarette.

We are all sitting round the fire, feeding in little sticks of wood, and it feels good to let go. Christie can be part of our group, no problem.

Christie is wagging school. She’s fourteen with thousands of Insta followers and wants to be a model. There’s a guy she plans to meet up with at the party. The camping trip is a ruse that Jenna is going along with – I recognise that slightly protective sisterly feeling because that’s how I feel about Lucy.

I remember the car – maybe Jenna and Christie came in it. ‘Were you here when that car was cruising around before?’ I ask.

‘What car?’ says Jenna. ‘Mum dropped us off. She was pleased to see you guys had already set up. That we weren’t inventing the whole thing.’

Christie laughs.

Leaving the others to go hunting for firewood, I crackle and crunch through dried leaves. There are good branches and sticks everywhere. I wander along narrow trails, alert for snakes and lizards sunning themselves or sleeping in their secret places. The old shell middens are where they’ve always been.

Cicadas whirr. Soon it will be sunset. We can sit on the beach after dinner and watch the golden sun go down as flames streak across the sky.

I’m in no hurry to return to camp. This time alone is peaceful, and I make a silent promise to myself: as long as I’m here, I will go with the flow and leave my anxious soul parked somewhere else.

An orange sun hovers above the horizon. I’ve been ages, maybe they’ve been worried. Wood smoke drifts towards me as I approach. Flames cast a rosy glow on their faces. I want to remember this scene, to never forget their shiny faces in the firelight surrounded by a red-tinged darkness that reminds me of Rembrandt.



I dump the firewood and push in to grab my plate of sausages and bread. The fire’s too hot and I wriggle further back.

‘You’re sunburnt,’ says Christie.

I put three sausages in three pieces of bread and squirt lines of tomato sauce. Lucy takes a quick snap.

‘I’m starving,’ I mumble, through a mouthful of sausage. We all turn to the fire, which has some good big logs on it, incandescent on the underside. Lucy is feeding in pieces of bark to create quick little fires. The sea of flames is contained in the pit and our tent is two metres away, which feels like a safe distance. All good.

Lucy hands me a cold beer. Jenna and Christie are drinking pineapple vodka cruisers. They have a whole cask of it.

I collect our plates and stow them under one of the milk crates. No-one is doing dishes on this camp.

‘Let’s go,’ I say. ‘We don’t want to miss the sunset.’

Lucy and Jenna exchange a look.

‘The fire will be okay,’ I say. ‘It will burn down a little while we’re at the beach, but we can stoke it up again when we get back. We’ll miss it if we don’t go now.’

‘I’ll come with you.’ Lucy holds out a hand for me to pull her up.

On the beach, the light is mauve and pastel blue, with streaks of lilac and candy pink where the sun has gone down. Minute by minute the colours brighten, become violet and saffron with a navy sky deepening at the edges. Lucy and I squeeze hands and no-one needs to say a thing.

‘There’s something I should tell you, Maeve,’ says Lucy. ‘Promise you won’t be cross.’

Lucy has invited a guy she likes. ‘Just to sit around the fire for a bit,’ she says. She nudges me. ‘We’ll still be in the tent together.’



A car comes jouncing along the unmade road. I’m not sure but it sounds like a different car to the one cruising around earlier. Lucy is excited, smoothing her hair and adjusting her top. Jenna and Christie seem unfazed. It’s just me being anxious as usual.

As the car turns into the Gully, headlights sweep over us and I feel like a rabbit. Three doors slam, one after the other.

‘Hey,’ they say. ‘Beautiful night for it.’ Three guys in their early twenties shuffle in the shadows, waiting to be invited in.

‘I didn’t know you were bringing everyone.’ Lucy sounds annoyed, and I think it’s with the one who looks most confident.

Jenna and Christie continue whispering in low voices. Christie lights a cigarette with a flaming twig.

The confident guy swoops in to kneel beside Lucy, who turns to him for a kiss on the lips. He settles in beside her.

‘Hey, Jenna,’ he says.

I turn to look at Lucy but she’s busy.

The other two guys come closer and we shift around to make room. They sit between me and Jenna. With scruffy blond-streaked hair, they look like surfies. I might have seen them before, maybe on Jenna’s Insta stories. Not on Lucy’s – I’d remember.

‘Everyone,’ says Lucy, ‘this is Jack and I’m Lucy. This is Maeve, here.’

Jenna says, ‘This is Christie.’ Christie hiccups.

Jack introduces the other guys, I can’t remember their names, and everyone turns to the campfire. Jenna and Christie are still on the cruisers but the rest of us hold cans of beer and the collective mood is surprisingly mellow. We are under the infinite stars of Bear Gully and the world is peaceful and safe.



A couple of joints are passed around. The guys are cracking jokes and their banter adds energy to the evening. Lucy and Jack are whispering to each other, as are Jenna and Christie. It’s just me laughing at all the jokes, my voice finding everything hilarious.

I need to pee, and fumble into the tent to find my torch and some tissues. I’m stoned and a little wobbly, stumbling a long way into the bush to find a good place. I remember to turn off the torch, which makes me giggle.

The campfire is my beacon on the way back. I point the torch light down so I don’t trip, and feel mothlike, drawn irresistibly to the flames. At the edge of the bush, I switch off and watch the group.

Lucy isn’t there, neither is Jack. Maybe they’ve gone for a romantic walk on the beach. I picture them on the sand, hungry and eager for each other, Lucy winding her hair to get it out of the way.

A crescent moon is rising low in the sky. The guys split apart to make room for me between them.

‘Is a crescent moon waxing or waning?’ I ask.

‘Good question,’ says the guy next to me, and everyone laughs.

I’m tired, maybe from the sunburn. I’d like to clean my teeth and zip myself into the tent, but I should wait for Lucy. The fire is stoked high and I shouldn’t leave that either. It needs a bucket of sand on it before we go to sleep, to smother it.

Jenna and Christie are saying goodbye, they are going to the party in Crayfish Bay.

‘We’ll give you a lift,’ says one of the guys.

‘No,’ says Christie. ‘Thanks, but I’m meeting my boyfriend and he won’t like me coming with anyone else. Jen and I will be fine.’

‘It’s such a long way,’ I say, and my own voice feels like it’s coming from far away.

‘It’s only a couple of kays,’ says Jenna. ‘Half an hour max and it’s a beautiful night for a walk. And a party.’ She quickly qualifies: ‘But the party’s invite only, sorry. It’s been nice to meet you.’

They are actually doing it – heading down a long unlit track with a goon bag, planning to hitch a ride once they get to the main road. I have no idea what time it is.

‘Don’t do it,’ I say.

Jenna looks at me curiously.

‘What if we pass you in the car?’ the guy persists. ‘You can hitch a ride with us.’

‘No, thanks,’ says Christie. ‘Come on, Jen. Time to go.’

‘Here,’ I offer my torch, ‘save your phone batteries.’ And they take it. I’ll miss the torch but I want them to have it. I watch as their figures are swallowed by darkness.



Alone in the bush with two guys I don’t know, I stare into the fire, avoiding their eyes. The air is thick with smoke, both weed and wood smoke, and I wish I could disappear. They add more wood, building the fire to an unstable height, and their voices drown out the sound of the sea. They are swelling while I am shrinking.

In my mind, I try to map where I’ll run.

Every so often the guy next to me turns towards me. He play-shoves me with a hard elbow. ‘What will you do now you’re done with school?’ he says. ‘Now you’re all grown up?’

I don’t want to encourage them, so I say nothing. They’ve taken over our campsite, and they weren’t invited, at least not by me. I throw another dart into Lucy’s outline.

‘We need to let the fire die down,’ I say. ‘No more wood on it.’

‘What?’

They stumble to their feet and stand looking down at me. ‘We’ll fuck off then.’

One of them kicks the dirt next to me.

‘Pathetic,’ says the other. ‘Let’s go get those party girls.’

The car doors slam. The driver revs the engine and they spin away, spraying gravel in their wake.



I draw a sleeping bag around me as the fire dies down. The old trees creak and whisper, the underbrush rustles, and the sea sounds closer than it did before. I am tired and sunburnt, with a sad, heavy feeling that Lucy has left me, along with a worried feeling that maybe, wherever she is, she’s not okay.

I check my phone and it’s twelve-forty. I could use the torch on it but can’t recharge so I turn it off. I’ll go into the tent and try to get warm, try to sleep a bit until it gets light. I’ll be in the tent, half asleep, when those guys come back.

My body starts to quake. I can’t breathe and it’s worse than asthma. I find my Ventolin and keep pressing it and puffing it but it doesn’t reach my lungs. I shake it and it’s empty.

Lucy’s phone goes straight to voicemail. She’s turned it off.

Just breathe, I tell myself. Just breathe. There’s nothing for them here.



I want Dad to come and get me, but I can’t leave Lucy when I don’t know what’s happened to her. As I picture Dad’s tousled hair and stubble, the frown he gets when he’s determined, the tightness in my chest begins to ease. I pull up the sleeping bag and hold my phone close. It’s one-fifteen and sixteen degrees.

Red light flares through the wall of the tent. The campfire blazes with flames licking as if new fuel has been added. Footsteps scuffle, the sudden huff of someone’s presence. Before I can react, the tent rips open and Lucy scrambles in, to land with a thump beside me.

‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Where is everyone?’

Her hair is wet and she’s wearing a big black hoodie that isn’t hers. She smells different. ‘You wouldn’t believe the night I’ve had.’

Something heavy lands in the fire and an arrow-shower of sparks ignites the darkness.




When Bees Become Diamonds

In Greek mythology, Kore is the daughter of Demeter, Goddess of Agriculture, and Zeus, King of the Gods. When the young maiden Kore is abducted by Hades, God of the Underworld, she becomes Persephone. Demeter is furious, Zeus annoyed and Hades tricky, until they strike a deal to share Persephone, with Demeter getting her for eight months of the year and Hades four months. See also: The Eleusinian Mysteries.

I am sick of being your daughter. You squash me down when I long to grow like the almond trees running with sap. You’d keep me from the tender grass where I lie close to the earth’s rim, feeling the heat in my belly.

Those nymphs and half-witted girls you employ are always giggling behind their hands, gossiping about who’s been raped or turned into a bird or tree. If they notice me, they hush each other, but I gather flowers, study the buds, and soon they are back at it.

They like the idea of mortals. And sometimes they manage to fuck one, but they are jealous and it never ends well for the mortals. All the while they wander about in diaphanous robes, making garlands for the goats and each other.

‘Kore,’ they sing. ‘Don’t go near the stream. The fish have needle teeth.’



You, puffed up, your teased hair brushing the ceiling. Your big voice. Off to Crete to see the new wheat the king is boasting about. Marvellous, you say, the best strains crossed and blessed by Athena. Your red lips shine with desire for new things.

On with the seven-league sandals, criss-crossed all the way to your mighty knees.

‘Be good,’ you say. ‘My darling.’ You press your lips to my brow and the hum of it rattles my head for days.

Sometimes I wonder if you ever see me, really see me, or if you stride about with a picture of a thumb-sucking toddler plastered to the inside of your eyelids. There’s nothing like a baby to make a mother swell.



My bed is covered with slippery girls who lie with their heads on the floor or bodies twisted like corkscrews. Made of spite and laughter, they flow like water. Their job is to surround me always. They are scared of you, but they look at me and see a child. They see what you want them to see.

And you, Goddess of the Golden Sword, could never be the height you are without me being small. I am the whole world’s daughter, but the sap is rising in me all the same.



Another day in paradise, the sky a cloudless blue.

‘We’ll go to the almond grove,’ I say. ‘Bring jars for honey, there’s a new hive.’

They rush about, bumping into each other. Someone needs to bring the smoke, get the boy. You know the one, the blacksmith’s son. All grown now, his thighs are long-muscled and sleek, his dark curls fall on his forehead. He’s perfect.

‘I’ll go,’ says the one who calls herself Raven.

‘I’ll come with you,’ says another and, predictably, another. They rush out barefooted. Nymph feet are silky smooth but their soles are thick as leather.

Long, shining corridors lead to your quarters. The walls are mother-of-pearl. Light streams from clerestory windows, deliberately set high to protect me from the gaze of passing gods or ambitious mortals.

The nymphs are worried about me entering your suite. They press about, humming and fluttering. The huge wolf guarding the door rises to accost me, amber eyes blazing.

‘Out of my way, pussy,’ I say to him, and he grins, baring canine teeth all the way back to his throat. The gods aren’t the only ones who love jokes.

In your amethyst cave, I toss garments aside until I find a silvery silk that slips though my fingers like cool water. Held to the light, there is something forbidden about it. Someone has died for the sake of it. Sliding it over my shoulders, I tie the waist with a cord the colour of gold and lapis.

A faun stands by offering your jewellery box carved with grapes and flowers, embossed with rubies and pearls. He flips open the lid with a practised swagger. A black velvet bag swells from the box: your snake armband, half-alive as usual.

The faun clops after me, imagining the story he’ll tell at dinner. ‘Take the hairpin,’ he urges. The hairpin, a gold and topaz butterfly, has moving wings, some hapless wretch under a spell. Who would wear such a thing?

You would.

When I step over the wolf on my way out, his hot tongue rasps my leg.

The nymphs are a trembling mess at the sight of me wearing something that isn’t white. They flatten against the wall as I pass, and fall in behind me, eyes flashing in the metal of my dress.



In the almond grove, the sleek-limbed boy and I recline on silk cushions, enjoying our picnic of fruit, bread and soft white cheese. The nymphs jostle for a good position, shaking chestnut, auburn, blond and golden hair. They drip nectar and honey down their throats, gargling like the stream’s gentle rapids.

I offer the boy wine and he teaches me a game with dice. I take him by the hand and lead him to the hive which is deep in the woods where the poplars grow. He shows me how to smoke the bees. The nymphs sing to remind me of their presence. They rustle around us, but the boy has eyes only for me. His eyes are grey like agates, a colour favoured by Athena, and for a moment I wonder if he isn’t a trick, or trap.

The bees are under a spell now, heavy and still.

He kneels before me, his breath hot on my thighs. I reach into the hive and break off a piece of honeycomb. I suck the honeycomb as he kisses the honey that is my virgin labia. He holds me against the tree, his tongue working me all the way to ecstasy. Bees swim before my eyes and their bodies are diamonds.

Later, we bathe in the stream, and he calls me ‘Goddess’. He wants more, promises undying love, but I’m not having it. ‘Take him home,’ I tell the nymphs.

They’ll seduce him on the way. He’ll be lucky to survive.



When I wake in the pearl grey dawn, new energy zips from my toes to my fingertips. I stand before my childhood mirror in a silver dress, feeling dangerous. I am growing into my powers like a coiled spring released from a box.

A young satyr appears at my elbow. ‘Goddess,’ he says with a sweeping bow, nicely executed.

The nymphs lie sprawled about the room, some entwined, others with arms stretched overhead, spines arched and heads askew, as if they’ve just washed up on the beach. The room is sour with their breath. I snap my fingers and they creep away, holding their hungover heads.

The faun awaits my bidding. He is more accurately a young goat with baby horns peeking from his tousled hair and thighs sparsely curled.

The light in the room shimmers with the metallic edge of Athena’s steel.

‘Sweet morning to you, sister,’ I say, knowing it will enrage her. She was born fully grown while I’ve been a child for millennia, but Athena beware, my powers are new and bright.

The nymphs return wearing stiff white linen, their hands folded and eyes cast modestly down. Fooling no-one.

In the courtyard, I take my breakfast of apricots, yoghurt and honey. The yellow marble lions are putting on a special show with jets arcing high and low, creating a symphony of watery music. Underfoot, a new bed of mint begs to be trampled on, but the smell when I do is disagreeable.

‘What is this?’

‘It’s Raven.’ They press forward, modesty forgotten in their eagerness to share gossip. ‘Well, it was Raven yesterday.’ They crowd about.

‘Athena’s doing?’ I ask. They nod.

‘How is the boy?’ They exchange glances.

I wonder if I could bring him back, and what she’d do if I did. If I could meet him in the underworld, my sister would have no power to intervene. And neither would you, for that matter.

In a flash, the messenger appears, winged sandals fluttering. ‘She is on her way,’ he smirks.

‘She’s not,’ I reply, guessing correctly that no-one quite knows where she is.

‘You are summoned to the hall of gods for dinner this evening.’ He cocks his head to study me, and the wings of his helmet ripple with intrigue.

‘Join me.’ I offer him a cup of nectar.

Hermes stretches on the chaise beside me, takes a moment to admire his coltish legs and accepts the cup.

‘So, what do you have planned?’ he asks. ‘Do tell.’

I give him my most bored look, practised so often in my childhood mirror.

He raises his cup in a toast, ‘Divine Kore,’ takes a sip and splutters. I put nettle in it while he wasn’t looking.

I am born of Zeus while he, Hermes, is further down the ladder. For all his wiles and cunning, for all his history of ambivalence, not a single being, divine, mortal or hybrid, knows what I am capable of.

Least of all you.

I could animate the fountain lions, let their vast crystal bowl crash to the ground with a shattering sound that would shake the very heavens. I could make them my guardian spirits and have them follow me through the world as I roam freely.

‘No, you couldn’t,’ says Hermes. ‘They belong to your mother.’ He’s smiling now, enjoying himself at the prospect of your fury.

‘I could try,’ I say. But he’s gone, leaving a silvery after-print, a vanity that makes me smile.



If the ripples of my pleasure have sent tremors through the pantheon, how much time do I have? I can refuse a husband once or twice but no more than that or my father will make a deal with one of his cronies so he can get back to messing with mortals and generally interfering.

I need a lover who can stand up to Zeus, and I don’t mean scaly old Poseidon with his fish breath and gnarly old beard.

I know who I want.



‘Come,’ I call the nymphs. ‘We’ll make a picnic by the stream.’

Their eyes dart around as they wring their hands. One of them could end the day as a spider or toad.

‘Let your hair down,’ I say, and they loosen their clothing.

Off we troop, in twos and threes, with baskets and bracelets, fluttering scarves and flags. Helios dials down the glare of the sun, letting me know that he sees me. I turn my face upwards and blow him a childish kiss. The almond grove is apple green and budding with pale pink blossom. Petals drift in the breeze and magenta peonies open to greet me.

‘Keep going,’ I call to the nymphs who have started spreading blankets. ‘Into the woods as far as the stream.’

Soon we are deep in the shadowy pines where the air is cool and refreshing. Here I am hidden from Helios.

The gurgling stream grows louder, and the nymphs hang back. We are moving into naiad territory, home of otter-sleek girls rumoured to practise the dark arts.

We settle beside the stream, the nymphs shivering and making a fuss about being cold.

‘Some of you can return to the palace for furs,’ I tell them. ‘You may bring back a goat with a wagon but bring nothing else.’

Several take off, zigzagging through the cairns and twisted branches. I notice a woman crouched in a tree, eyes bright as a bird, but who she is or what she does is a mystery.

The remaining nymphs commence a card game with the fauns. They’d rather play kiss chasey and be anywhere but here.

I undress beneath a black willow and slide into the silky tea-dark water. Three naiads rise to take my hands and caress me. Their lips on me are sweet and urgent and I see why nymphs are afraid of them. They are silently seductive and will only release someone if it suits them. They keep glancing to the bank, to the group playing cards, and I shake my head. That battle must wait.

‘I have a message,’ I say. ‘Tell him to come for me today. I’ll only ask once.’

They shake their streaming hair and make a noise like tiny bells.

‘I’ll be in the meadow near the yellow narcissus, and I am burning for him. You can promise him that.’

I stand on the bank basking in the warm breath of invisible river gods. My dress rises to me, my sandals lace themselves. The nymphs cluster round me, drying my hair with silk, crooning and fussing. They have made me a crown of scarlet poppies and vine leaves.

I think of you, mother, picking your way through the fields of the rising sun, sewing the earth with secrets. Soon you’ll be striding in your seven-league sandals, impatient to crush me in your arms and weep rivers over my head while you berate me.

Your chaste little girl.



The goat arrives with a wagonload of furs. The nymphs dress up, passing golden goblets of nectar while one of the fauns plays the flute. They soon tire of this.

We proceed through the woodland, pass under the crouching woman, and wind our way around altars to various gods. When I stop to kiss a cold flat stone, the pretty goat shrinks back, dainty hooves clattering.

‘You’re not…’ says the nymph at my elbow. ‘I mean, who’ll carry all the furs and baskets if not the goat?’

She’s forgotten that only black animals can be sacrificed to the black god. This one’s shaggy white fleece won’t do but it will keep for a different god and another day. The goat’s soft mouth smiles.

Several girls pile onto the wagon to lounge on furs and eat grapes dangled by others. I could leave them all, speeding on immortal feet to the place of my assignation, the enchanting narcissus. But someone has to tell the story when I’m gone. Someone has to rub it in.



In sunny fields, I set the stage: a charming group of maidens playing and picking flowers, the sound of girlish prattle and laughter. Helios above, benevolent. One of them wanders away, humming to herself, drawn to the yellow flower whose roots run deep into the earth.

Suddenly the earth splits and Hades’ golden chariot surges from the chasm with cataclysmic noise and chaos, terrifying. Black stallions with coal-red eyes snort and rear, sending screaming maidens flying. The helpless young Kore with a handful of daisies faints into his arms and is stolen.

It’s true that his chariot is impressive, the stallions fierce and wild. He pulls up beside me and growls, ‘You’re sure about this?’

‘Take me to your bed,’ I reply. ‘Make me your queen.’

He reaches out and hauls me aboard with implacable strength. He smells like the earth after rain, like iron-rich minerals and fertile fields. When he calls me Queen Persephone, I melt into him, lost in wonder and delight, tasting his skin with passionate hunger and desire.

‘Away!’ He lashes the steaming stallions as I settle in for the ride.

‘Mother,’ I shout into the narrowing light, ‘I am not your puppet. Not your doll.’ My new voice is tremendous, reaching across the sky and through the sea, shattering glass in every temple under the sun.

You will never see me again.




Lucy

Mum keeps calling, not leaving messages and then she texts, She’s back with a kid. Don’t

As I wait for the coffee to bubble up, I break a plate and two glasses, one of those landslides that tend to happen when dishes pile up. I burn my fingers heating the milk, but the bitter-sweet coffee is worth it.

My girlfriend has gone for a run, and this is my chance to call Mum back and find out what she knows.

‘I ran into her at the supermarket,’ Mum says. ‘She was buying avocados and fruit. For the kid, I suppose.’

‘Girl or boy? How old?’

‘There was a lot of stuff in her trolley. And she lets him eat choc-malt Nutri-Grain. All that sugar. He was eating it by the handful, straight out of the box.’

A boy. Old enough to feed himself from a box. He would be three?

‘What did she say?’

‘She’s been in Cairns.’

‘Did she ask about me?’

‘She asked how you were, and I told her good. You are good, aren’t you? Your father was saying—’

‘Bye, Mum. Got to go.’ I end the call.



Lucy has a child. I haven’t heard from her since she split five years ago, deleting all her socials and ghosting me on the way out. The aftermath of Christie’s disappearance was a nightmare, not only for Christie’s family but for everyone who knew Christie, or read about it, sharing blurry photos of her at the party laughing and looking normal, as if life was easy and predictable. As if she’d be home in the morning.

I told myself that Lucy had coped the only way she could, by running away from the whole thing, but it still hurt.

Neesha bursts through the front door, flushed with exercise endorphins, and heads straight to the kitchen to rehydrate.

‘What the freak happened here?’ she yells, more amused than angry.

‘Nothing.’

I’ll have to tell her about Lucy and how we’d been with Christie on the night she went missing. Neesha will push and interrogate until she has the whole story, and then she’ll say, ‘How could you keep something like this from me? What sort of shit deal is that, in terms of trust?’

And that’s pretty much how it goes.



Neesha and I have been together for eleven months. We’d dated for three months and then moved in together, first with me squeezed into her share-house room, and then our cosy little flat in Fitzroy. We can just about afford the rent with her scholarship and me doing Wednesday to Sunday nights in the sports hotel.

‘What a waste,’ Mum likes to say, Dad nodding sagely. They never had the chance to go to uni, so it’s all on me to succeed on behalf of the whole family. I won’t be doing that.

I quite like stacking pot glasses all the way up my arm, sloshing beer over whatever I’m wearing, weaving between sweaty guys to get back to the bar and serve them a fresh one. All the while deafened by the shouting hysteria of football, and more football, displayed on four big screens throughout the pub.

‘Smile, girly. The world’s not going to end.’

He’s a pest, that one. A bit dribbly by the end of the night, with his missing tooth and loose mouth. But fuck, he’s just another customer, basically harmless. Still paying cash, coins rolling over the bar as he slops them down.

‘Cheer up, girly.’



Lucy was my best friend right through school, from skipping games and cat’s cradle to rehearsing King Lear. Goneril and Regan our pet names for each other in our last year of school. An endless game of ‘Out, vile jelly! Where is thy lustre now?’ randomly inserted into everyday conversation.

Did we see really see each other seven days a week, every week of the year? That’s how I remember it.



‘What the fuck?’ says Neesha. ‘When were you going to tell me?’

‘I’m still traumatised. I can’t talk about it.’

‘That says a lot about our relationship.’

‘It doesn’t, Neesha. Please.’

‘You’re in the middle of an unsolved crime, and it’s not relevant to your partner?’ She waits, arms folded.

I push my back further into the armchair, eyes sliding round like a criminal’s. ‘I was sick, on Zoloft and other stuff, I forget what. And I still have issues for sure.’ I want her to comfort me. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. I’ve always been a crawler.

Later we go to the Nova to see Portrait of a Lady on Fire. The elements of light, dark, fire and sea are powerful and disturbing. Yearning and fire, darkness and sea. Love. I gasp through tears when the two women kiss.

Neesha squeezes my hand and I barely feel it.

I am back at Bear Gully, wood smoke drifting, young faces shiny in the firelight surrounded by a red-tinged darkness. The night before Christie disappears, and we are all ripped from the futures we imagined, just like that.



I dream about Lucy, luscious dreams of swimming in the sea, twirling with seals; sharks and manta rays gliding around us. Gannets plunge from the sky, then soar with fish in the bite of their silvery beaks.

Lucy and me, side by side on our towels, lazing in the sun. The way she lay with her face in the sand, not caring that it stuck to her when she lifted her head, knowing I was dying to brush it off and both of us smiling because I wouldn’t.

‘Sunscreen,’ she’d remind me. ‘You’re red as a beet.’



Ten o’clock Tuesday, and Neesha leaves for her global-politics lecture and tute. She’ll be gone all day. She’s doing her master’s, and Tuesdays are big for those guys.

We met in third year, and by October we were a couple. Before Neesha, I’d only had boys, and thought I was the reason that sex didn’t thrill me. She’s very good and I’m learning fast. If we ever break up, I’ll bring the heat to whoever comes next.



Lucy could have asked Mum for my number so she could break the ice, rather than leaving it to me. But my number hasn’t changed, it’s been the same forever. And Lucy’s known it all this time.

Now she’s back. With a kid. Am I just someone she used to know?

Does she think I’ll be angry?

But fuck that, she’s too tired running round after her kid all day to put up with a needy friend laying guilt on her.



I waste the day rehearsing imaginary conversations, playing both roles, full on into it, heart racketing with who might say what.

‘I had to go,’ I/she says. ‘It was unbearable, and I had to go.’

‘But you left me,’ I say, bawling like a baby.

‘I had to go because you’re such a baby.’

‘I was scared to death.’

‘That’s why I left.’

I stop around four and make an icepack for my puffy red eyes. No lazy dinner will be good enough tonight. It will have to be something special that you can smell from the front door. A Budget Bytes miracle. We went to the market yesterday, so I should be able to come up with something that isn’t pasta.

I make sweet-potato tacos with lime crema, and Neesha saves hers for later.



Lucy and I used to take hours getting ready to go out. We would lie on the floor with our feet up on the bed to make our ankles slimmer. Our faces would be covered in silver or blue painted-on face masks. Cucumber slices resting on our eyes.

Out vile jelly, where is thy lustre now?



In the morning, after Neesha leaves the house, I call Mum to ask if she knows where Lucy’s staying.

‘At her parents, I think. Why else would she be shopping in Bell Street?’

‘Do they still have a landline?’

‘Probably. I haven’t had a reason to call them – well, not lately anyway.’

She asks how work is going, and if I’m planning to see Lucy.

I tell her, ‘Maybe next week.’

I manage to pass the day without any obvious achievement.



Wednesdays are usually okay at the Sarah Sands. Without a live game, customers are a little more patient. They buy each other drinks, and don’t interrupt whatever I’m doing to demand something instantly. They don’t flap money at me to make me go faster.

Back and forth from the storeroom, I work to restock the bar with packets of chips, beer nuts and pork cracklings. A guy who wants three pots and a G&T reports that one of the TVs isn’t working. No-one else is around to help.

The back TV has lost signal and has a jagged screen of colours and a stop/start blare of commentary. I turn it off at the wall, pull out the plug, plug it back in and switch it on again, which doesn’t help. That leaves the cable room with its tangled switchboard, unlabelled black boxes and trailing cords. I could blackout the whole pub. Fridges full of perishables would spoil. How much would they actually throw out?

‘Sorry,’ I say, five minutes later. ‘Can I offer you a free round of drinks to move to the lounge? The reception there is excellent.’

‘Where’s me owl?’ cracks one of them and they all laugh, including the G&T woman.

I’m wearing a plain black T-shirt. I only wore the Where’s Me Owl? tee the first weekend I worked, because it was my favourite. Now, six months later, I hear it a dozen times a night, an inside joke delivered with a knowing leer. But what does it even mean? To them?

When I get home, sweaty and sour, Neesha’s on the couch with a friend. They have their phones out, bringing up all the old photos and articles. With glasses midway to their lips, their conversation stops when I come through the door.

‘Hi, babe.’ Neesha pats the cushion beside her for me to join them. ‘This is Josie.’

My social phobia makes joining them impossible, but it’s more than that. ‘Sorry.’ I run the last few steps to the bathroom and make it to the sink in time to vomit.



The last time I saw Christie, she was walking away from our campsite, a slight drunken wobble in her stride, full of life and beauty. Eternally fourteen.



Thursday morning and the coast is clear. I make coffee and call the number I know by heart. Lucy answers.

‘It’s you,’ I say.

‘Maeve.’ Her voice hasn’t changed.

‘What are you…?’ we say at the same time, before falling into a moment’s peaceful nothingness.

I can almost feel her breath on my face.

‘Can we not talk about it?’ she says.

‘Can we meet somewhere? Anywhere that’s easy for you.’

‘What about the zoo?

‘Yes.’

‘Ten tomorrow at the station entrance?’

‘I’ll be there.’

We hang up before it gets complicated.

I stand at the living-room window looking down at the traffic below. A cyclist is trying to squeeze between a passing car and a parked one that has just pulled in. I imagine the driver dooring him, sending him under the wheels of oncoming traffic. A tram rings its bell, pushing through, narrowing the space. I can’t bear to watch, and turn away, removing the curse of my presence from whatever happens next.



Cheese toast for early dinner. I wash my plate so there’s nothing for Neesha to complain about, except the lack of thoughtful leftovers.

Tomorrow I’ll wear the Where’s Me Owl? tee to the zoo and take a spare one with me. If it makes Lucy laugh, she can have it. I’ll buy the boy whatever he wants from the zoo store and wait with infinite patience while he chooses.

Will he look like Lucy?

Heading to work for a five o’clock start, I take the stairs, almost flying, and bump into Neesha on her way up. I want to joke that we are ships in the night, but I don’t in case I sound happy about it.

‘We need to talk,’ she says.

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘I should be home by eleven.’

She nods. No kisses.

Thursday night is busy and loud, guys making bets on their teams and goading each other to raise the stakes. Testosterone swims in the air. The sound of this is a constant rumble, woven through with aggressively friendly baiting and jeers.

Tomorrow will be even louder, fans together as fans but divided by their loyalties. Anger will simmer under the surface because Saturday is the big day and one side will lose, bringing shame into the mix. They’ll pick fights and want their drinks faster.

The boss asks, ‘Can you start at four tomorrow?’

‘Can you put someone extra on the bar?’ It could get physical. The mood of the room can turn on a dime.

On Saturday, the Cats play the Bombers. I won’t get more than a single quick break in a six-hour shift.



I get through the shift, shovelling hot chips with vinegar on the tram ride home, my pocket full of five-dollar tips. If he wants a life-sized lion, I’ll get it for him.

Neesha’s up waiting for me, dressed in flannelette PJs. She looks soft and lovely, while I’m neither.

‘Have you eaten?’ she asks.

‘I have. Do you mind if I take a quick shower?’

She smiles. An evening shower is one of our signals for sex.

I give my teeth a good scrub and drink three full glasses of water. I take ten deep breaths, count to five in and five out.



If she wanted sex, she shouldn’t have asked about Christie again. What are the theories, she wants to know. Raped and murdered? Abducted and still in some guy’s dungeon, catering to his every whim?

Shallow grave?

Staged disappearance?

Every word needles my psychic wound. The girl I remember was graceful and light, a mischievous sparkle in her adolescent eyes. Life was her stage.

‘I’m seeing Lucy tomorrow.’ My voice is defiant. Shut the fuck up, is what I want to say, and my intention comes though as clear as a bell.

I refuse to make up, and sleep on the couch.

In the morning, Neesha leaves without a word, while I fake being asleep. As soon as I’m sure she’s not coming back, I dive into the still warm bed and wallow in the peachy cinnamon smell of her.



After months in the back of the drawer, Where’s Me Owl? makes me smile. I spend ages in front of the mirror, combing through wet tangled hair. The sensation stirs a buried memory and I comb it to the surface.

We’d been out near the Creek, doing what our parents had warned us not to, which was hang around the Creek. Towards Moomba Park, the scarp curves around, smoothly eroded along the base, like a kind of shelter. And we wanted to get there, to lean our backs into the stone, but that would mean crossing the Creek with no clue to what lay under the oily surface. We thrashed through the reeds and weeds, searching for a shallow place or stepping-stones.

What happened next?

I keep combing. I need to leave soon but this is important. I want to tell Lucy I remembered this thing, whatever it is. Something both exciting and disgusting. The comb rakes from my centre part to the ends, now past my shoulders and dripping.

The sky turned dark, clouds bulging purple with rain. That light, I remember, blurred sage green brush with straggling gum trees, she-oaks shrank into their spider-grey feathers. But the reeds were a brilliant lime colour. Purple and lime, still my favourite colours to wear together, long after I’d forgotten this sight.

We might have tried to find shelter when the rain started, but I don’t think we did. We lay on our backs in the mud, eyes closed as our faces and bodies were pelted. It must have been a quick shower because minutes later we sat up, enthralled by our filthiness.

Lucy found a broken old comb and combed mud through her pale blond hair. And I did it too, of course. The feeling of breaking the rules was glorious. And something else, a private world known only to us. Paradise.



I tram and train it to the zoo and scurry across the car park. The air is ripe with the rich stink of zoo poo. At the gates, Lucy is bent over a stroller. Her hair is darker. And then she stands, rocking the stroller back and forth beside her. Our eyes meet and for a moment, we are still ourselves.

Lucy’s lips are dry on my cheek while I’m still trying to reach her mouth. We step apart. She looks tired. There are other changes but tired is what I see first.

‘Maeve,’ she says. And then she laughs. It’s the T-shirt.

‘Let’s go in,’ she says. ‘I already bought the tickets.’

‘Can I push the stroller?’ I ask. And once we’re moving: ‘You have a little boy.’

‘I do. Noah.’

Noah turns to get a look at this new voice. He has dark curly hair, a sweet-faced child with a cupid’s mouth ringed by yellow food flavouring. His little hand is deep in a packet of Twisties.

Lucy shrugs. ‘I like them too,’ she says.

‘Do you want to do the reptiles?’

‘I promised Noah lions.’

She was always scared of reptiles.



We are at the zoo for three hours and walking side by side makes it easier to be together. Noah’s presence means we avoid talking about Christie or the anguish that followed our campfire at Bear Gully. We feel it though, swimming through us like an eel through seagrass.

When we stop for sausage rolls fresh from the bain-marie, it feels like time to get real, but we don’t want to.

Christie’s parents hadn’t reported her missing until two days after the party.

‘Has she done this before?’ the police had asked. She’d been missing a week by the time they started investigating.

Jenna said that she and Christie had arrived at the party around eleven. Soon afterwards she lost track of Christie’s movements because she’d gone down to the beach with a boy, and he’d confirmed it. She didn’t know what time they returned to the party because she’d fallen asleep.

The boy Christie had arranged to meet said they weren’t serious. His statement was that she wanted to leave the party and he didn’t, and she’d stormed off in a huff. She was high. Maybe others were too but not him, he’d been drinking and knew not to drive. The statements and alibis are all on public record, including a statement from me denying that Lucy was bikkied when she returned to our campsite.

At least thirty people were at the party, but it was dark and the music loud. The last time-stamped photo with Christie in it was taken at twelve forty-seven. She was in the background, walking out of the frame. No-one saw her leave, and she hasn’t been seen since. To this day, part of me thinks that she stepped into a parallel universe, that she’s still alive somewhere, happy and safe. I know that’s crazy talk.

Lucy says, ‘Me and Jack were on and off for a year or so. I meant to get a script for the pill, but we didn’t really stop until we got to Cairns. I was kind of…’

Noah tips his lunchbox out, carrot sticks and Tiny Teddys scatter, and seagulls swoop in to catch the food.

‘It’s okay, Luce,’ I say. ‘We don’t have to talk about it.’

She rolls up her sleeves and sighs. Her hair is not just darker, it’s greasy, and her hairline is sprinkled with blackheads.

‘You’ve changed,’ she says, and we laugh at the understatement.

‘I have a girlfriend.’

We are quiet for a while.

‘Hey, Noah,’ I say. ‘Would you like a new toy? From the giftshop?’

We throw our rubbish in the bin and follow the signs to the Elephant Walk. I want to take a selfie of us next to the sign.

Lucy looks uncertain and I tell her, ‘Not to post anywhere, just to keep.’

We crowd in either side of Noah in his stroller. Lucy’s eyes are closed in one photo, and I look shifty in the others. Maybe I’ll delete them later but not yet.

‘Did you know there’s a journo going to make a cold-case podcast?’ Lucy says.

‘Oh, fuck.’

‘She came to the house looking for me, but Mum said she didn’t know where I was and had no contact number.’

The sick feeling returns, almost like I’m going to pass out.

‘They’ll come after you too, you know.’

‘How well did Jack know those guys he came with?’ One of the things that haunts me is that I was alone with those two guys after everyone else had left the campsite and before Lucy returned. It could have been me who never came home.

‘They were cleared.’

Neither of us says the obvious, that someone had to be lying. Someone had to be the last person to see her.

‘Your face.’ She turns to me and smiles. ‘When the fire collapsed and all the sparks flew.’

It feels like an odd thing to say. I wonder what she remembers and what she doesn’t, because we’ve never really talked about it. It was chaos at the time and then she left.

‘Maybe the journo will turn up something.’

‘Maybe.’

We don’t stop for the elephants, even though there’s a super-cute one-year-old who is famously competent at being an elephant. A matriarch of the future.



Lucy takes Noah to the toilet. When she comes out, she says, ‘I thought Mum might look after him so I could try to get a part-time job.’

‘Here, Noah.’ I reach out my hand to him. ‘Time for you to pick out the best toy in the whole shop.’

‘I might take a little break out here,’ Lucy says, ‘if that’s okay.’

‘You won’t run away?’ I’m only half joking.

‘I’ll be here,’ she says. ‘I have nowhere to run.’

Noah’s hand in mine is damp and a bit sticky. We cruise around the walls of the shop and along the middle bays. Every animal in the zoo has a matching toy in the shop, gorillas and meerkats, penguins and hyenas, and in different sizes, from tiny plastic to big enough to need a separate bed.

We go the full round, twice. I expected him to dive in, but he doesn’t touch anything until, finally, he backtracks a few steps and picks up a small cream plush seal, filled with beans or wheat grain so it has weight.

‘This one,’ he says.

‘You can have another one if you like.’

He shakes his head. ‘No room.’

When we step outside, Lucy is lying on the grass with her eyes closed. ‘So peaceful,’ she murmurs when we join her.

I lie down beside her, while Noah sits stroking his new toy, talking softly to it.

‘I have to get to work.’ I check my phone. Two-forty. I won’t have time to change, for a shit job that is not okay despite what I’ve been telling myself all year.

‘How long are you staying?’ I ask her.

We study each other with downturned mouths.

‘The podcast freaks me out. I’d drive away tomorrow if I could afford petrol. But I’m broke.’ She rubs knuckles into both eyes so harshly I want to grab her hand. ‘And sick of everything.’

‘Out vile jelly.’

‘Can I have that T-shirt?’ she says.

‘I have some money saved. Enough for a couple of months, at least.’

I picture Neesha’s face, the nerve of me asking for my half of the bond. She doesn’t deserve it.

‘I can’t leave until after my Sunday-night shift,’ I say. ‘I’ll never get a reference if I do.’ I can ask him for one tonight, make it part of the deal for me sticking it out over the weekend.

Lucy stuffs Noah back into his stroller. The seal is already grubby but he holds it fast. I don’t think he’ll lose it.

‘Where will we go?’ she asks.

‘North or west, anywhere you like.’

‘I’ve been north,’ she says. ‘Can we go west?’




Família Sangre

We all want to go there but we’re too scared. Also, it’s kind of unmentionable.

We DM each other covertly, hinting around, reading between the lines, until we have a small focus group of four and agree to meet in a bar on Russell Street. It’s nice and dark in Embla and they make good Negronis. Someone wants to know if there’s a dress code and we argue about that for a bit. We just want to blend in. But we can’t look like ourselves or we might find our images caught on someone else’s Instagram, behaving suspiciously.

I’m not ashamed, says one of the women. I’ve processed all the hard stuff and come to terms with it. I can hold my head up.

She’s out.

We’re heads-down people. Now we have a group of three confirmed for Embla on Thursday at seven, meeting at a table down the back. Whoever gets there first will order a full jug of Negroni and if no-one else turns up, drink it all. People say it’s the bomb and there are figs to go with it.

It’s a mild cloudy night in late spring, almost summer. The city smells of diesel mixed with warm, spicy perfume. Six women turn up. We have replicated. Six is too many round a table and no-one waits for anyone else to speak. After a few Negronis we’re all yelling, and not talking about the point of actually meeting, the thorny point at the heart of the issue. We talk and laugh, ordering plate after plate of nineteen-dollar figs. Under the table, we’re texting, sending messages, trying to organise breakaway groups.

Around eleven, the party winds down. We have to leave together, so no-one can stay behind making plans to shut out others. The absolute shit flies when we get home and try to debrief each other about the whole thing.

I’m not comfortable with a big group, says one of the women. I’m so ashamed I could die.

Why?

The ‘Why’ person is out. That was easy. The uncomfortable person is also out, she shouldn’t be going on about it like that.

Our next meeting, a few weeks later, is at Arbory Afloat. It’s a hot sweaty evening, but our table is cooled by a mud-scented breeze from the Yarra. We know not to make jokey references to baptism, absolution, or any kind of Catholic watery metaphors – you couldn’t get yourself kicked out any faster. Four of us order a range of meze, including multiple plates of zucchini flowers because everyone loves them. We drink pomegranate daiquiris by the carafe (serves three).

In the end we don’t have to vote anyone off the island because one person chokes on her zucchini flower. She can’t swallow and has to spit out her mouthful, over the railing and into the river. The little ricotta-stuffed flowers remind her of babies. We watch her walking away, head down.

She shouldn’t have said the ‘b’ word.

Now we are three, a manageable number. But we’re several carafes in and no-one is talking about why we’re here. There’s inappropriate laughter, tits are out. We’re hilarious! Under the table, we’re texting each other nonstop until we all have to leave at the same time.

Weeks go by and splinter groups, including us, continue gathering, everyone wrestling with the same intractable problem. Some groups are big and a hundred percent extroverted – as if that’s going to get them anywhere. Smaller groups slink around in sunglasses, meeting at the Supper Club at five before anyone else gets there. They drink rare single-malts, and those drinks pack a powerful punch. When the survivors reel into the blinding twilight a few hours later, some of them end up passing out in the College of Surgeons’ Gardens until the homeless give them a shake and order them on their way.

Someone asks, Why is it so hard to actually get to the point? That person is kicked out.

Let’s meet at Cumulus Up. Details are important there, like the dense fresh bread, linen napkins and bright flowers on every table. Someone mentions they serve a drink called Red Right Hand, and that does it – we’re all in.

We are five, we are shifty, we are variously dressed and don’t look like ourselves, we’re ashamed but not too ashamed, and the Red Right Hands are a powerful ticket to the exhilarated but numb equilibrium we are seeking.

Enough with the foreplay.

Does anyone on earth have a map showing the place we’re all searching for? And if we find it, do we need a code or token to finally reach those legendary walls…?

One woman claims to know: You have to do the Camino de Santiago, the Camino Frances route.

The whole thing? The whole seven hundred and eighty kilometres?

If you’re sick or feeble, you only have to go as far as Villa-franca del Bierzo, that’s stage twenty-five. There’s a church there, Romanesque, very old, very decrepit. It’s guarded by a lion…

Under the table, we text WTF?

The doorway to that church is called La Puerta del Perdón, the Door of Forgiveness, and if you pass through it… She taps the side of her nose, meaning hush, hush.

You need all the right gear, she continues, including sewing needles to pierce your blisters every night, four to six weeks off work and a lot of hiking practice. We’re talking twenty-five to thirty kays a day, every day.

Can’t you just, like, fly into Madrid or wherever and take a bus to the Door of Forgiveness?

That’s no penance. The woman is scornful. We’ll start training with the thousand steps at Ferntree Gully nine-thirty on Saturday. Start breaking in those boots. Everyone should buy a copy of the official pilgrim’s guide, the John Brierley, not any of that coffee table rubbish.

We all down our fourth Red Right Hand and hate each other.

Later the woman messages, You guys don’t have the right attitude, I’m starting a new more inspired group. And the rest of us reply, Fuck off loser.



Our re-formed group decides to meet at Mamasita where you can’t book but can get Margaritas by the jug. We agree to wear high-waisted Levi’s with off-the-shoulder peasant blouses, off either one shoulder or both, or barely up and threatening to slide down.

Anyone who can’t get into their Levi’s is out.

At Mamasita, we settle into blond wooden benches and study the menu. Someone says the food is better at Fonda, but Christ almighty, we’re not here for the food! The only thing they sell by the jug is sangria, a red wine and fruit mix that comes from the Spanish word sangre, meaning blood.

Steeped in blood so far, says one person – she’s out.

We toast our Margaritas and order the banquet menu ($89 pp).

Do you believe that story about the Camino and the Door of Forgiveness? I mean, it sounds good.

We picture ourselves clomping along at a brisk pace with broken-in boots and those clickety walking poles, confidently shitting behind bushes, and wearing obvious knee braces to cut ourselves some slack. Maybe that part of it is okay, but the whole mea culpa thing is too Catholic, too witch-burny.

One of our members has paid in Bitcoin for dark web research and discovered there’s another way to get to the place we’re all dying to find. Now that we’re three or four Margaritas down, it’s okay to order the jug of sangria. We spill it around and huddle in close to listen. The urgency is growing in us. We all have period pains cramping in our guts and it’s not just hysteria.

Cheers!

There’s an entrance, she says. In the Blue Mountains. You can catch a train from Sydney Central and it’s only eighteen dollars. But it gets a bit hazy from there – be prepared to hike. Sometimes taxi drivers seem to know what you’re talking about but they’re usually wrong. They think you mean a literal place, an overgrown driveway with an old sign hung at an angle, a long and winding rutted track through a tunnel of trees joined overhead…

Past the bowerbird’s nest?

The yellow castle?

No. It’s a church. Família Sangre – family blood. In the walls.

We gasp.

You mean the Sagrada Família, the Gaudí church in Barcelona? That kind of makes sense.

Will you shut up! we snap. It’s clearly not that one. We hold hands across the table, trying to calm each other.

The Sangre woman continues in a reverential voice. A tall narrow church, reaching up with four spires curving inwards like arms… Her own arms curve towards each other overhead, like a ballet position. She is glassy-eyed, in the grip of a spiritual vision, not here in this place with the rest of us drinking and spilling sangria over our Mexican embroidered blouses.

Is there a door? How do you enter?

It’s guarded by a leopard.

The woman faints to the sound of shattering glass. We leave piles of cash on the table and carry her out between us. I’ll see her home, we all offer possessively, pulling her clammy body back and forth. She has seen Família Sangre – we feel it in our blood. She knows the way.

When she wakes, she doesn’t remember, and our group disbands to separately vanish down rabbit holes.



New groups form and they meet in adventure playgrounds, whispering to each other as their children disappear into tunnels and pop up at the bottom of slides. There are breakout groups in aged care homes. Opinions proliferate on Reddit and Quora. Hard-right men’s groups denounce the whole thing as more bad stuff that women do.

Família Sangre. Is it real?

In the ventricles of our beating hearts, we know it is. But it can’t be found and there’s no rational evidence for it. The church with its four inwardly curving spires is so elusive that longing for what lies within its walls can drive you mad. But knowing that does nothing to quell the longing.



A new puritanism creeps in. Wearing widow’s weeds and Crocs, we meet in old church halls and abandoned mechanics’ institutes. People join our circle mistaking us for Weight Watchers, reporting on their peanut-butter and ice-cream frenzies as we covertly text and complain about each other. The meetings end in acrimony.

When someone suggests formally combining our focus group with Weight Watchers – because some of us have gone to plus-size Levi’s – we kick them out.

We hear reports that an army of women are doing the Camino, stumping towards La Puerta del Perdón, or going all the way to Santiago de Compostela, sitting under the wildly swinging thurible and asking each other, Are we there yet?

And the answer is no, they are not. They are performing contrition while hoping to hook up with that French or Swedish guy who lent them a needle the other night and held cottonwool pads to injured heels as the air between them crackled. They have forgotten why they set out, and good luck with that.



We meet at the Neighbourhood Bar, dressed in Saffron Road Harper dresses. Some of us look better than others but that’s not why we’re here. We’re mad for the plates of charcuterie, olives and panzanella that crowd the unsteady little table, so we have to hold our Signora Grappas, drink them and refill without ever setting them down.

A couple of younger women, early twenties, join us for anti-pasto but they don’t stay long. They hit different and don’t obsess about something that had to happen, no biggie.

It’s a school night and we have to be up with the sparrows, bearing mental loads the size of a whale. But we cannot give up. The walls of Família Sangre hold the pieces that are missing in us.

I did the Kumano Kodō, says the woman wearing last season’s sky blue shade. Talk about waterfalls! If you’re fit, you can do the Shikoku Eighty-Eight Temples Pilgrimage – that will take the weight off, at least three kilos. You’ll sink into those steaming onsens and you won’t be able to think a single coherent thought. You’ll be free. You will.

Get to the point! we groan.

And she does.

The Japanese have a name for the never born – it translates as water babies – and a special deity called Jizo who looks after them. In winter you can dress little Jizo statues in red bibs and hats, make small piles of stones for them and leave a tiny toy, like a Matchbox car.

I put a little hat on one, she sighs. It was such a relief.

Jizo, we sniff, sounds a bit like Jesus. Why would we go to Japan to look for a Japanese Jesus?

It’s Jizo, not Jesus.

You’re on shaky ground there, lady.

She sets us straight – Família Sangre is not a church, it’s a cemetery. Take the Shinkansen to Osaka and then the Nankai Koya Line to Koyasan. There you can wander through an ancient forest, an intensely cold and pine-scented place with thousands of little moss-covered statues wearing faded bibs and knitted caps. You’ll feel so peaceful and serene in the rising white mist that you’ll know you’ve arrived. Some of the local ryokans do ghost tours where you blunder around in the fog at night with lanterns, little statues in red caps popping out of nowhere. It’s a hoot.

Get out.

We line up to split our bills down to the last cent and no tips.



Now in our fifties, we meet at Heart Attack and Vine wearing oversized green gingham prairie dresses from the David Jones sale. It’s autumn, the melancholy season. Rust and bronze-coloured leaves whirl along the pavement, catching in doorways and gathering at our feet. Under an outdoor heater, we sip massive botanical-gin rickeys with crushed mint leaves, lime and cucumber ($19) and eat white-miso-infused tiramisu ($12) with long silver spoons.

We three are the last of our original group – and whatever anyone else says, we were the original group. Between us we’ve done the Camino, the Shikoku Pilgrimage, visited Koyasan and left little stone piles and pieces of Lego. We’ve been down dozens of driveways in the Blue Mountains and although we’re tired, we’ll never give up.

Can you taste coriander? Under the mint flavour?

One of us has received new knowledge. To reach Família Sangre, she says, you need to be at the Port Campbell Thunder Cave at low tide, walk into the cave and dive without fear into the blowhole. When you come up on the other side, a guide will be there to meet you. He’ll take you up the turret stairs and lead you to the place where your water babies live in the walls.

That chimes with me, I say. I dreamed the same thing. We were holding hands in our wetsuits, swimming down into the deep with flippers. The water was crystal bright, and you could hear the crooning of seals.

Were you frightened?

Yes.

It’s guarded by a she-wolf.

The woman, now our leader, checks her phone. Surf, Dive and Ski is open for another hour. We’ll get wetsuits and flippers and leave in the morning.

It doesn’t go well in the surf shop. We need customised wetsuits because we’re not as lithe as we used to be. Nothing off the shelf fits properly. I get a suit halfway on and then can’t get it off and the shop assistant has to peel me out of it while keeping a straight face. The other two go through the sale racks and our new leader buys a heap of stuff for her daughter and a RipSkirt for herself. She’ll get good use out of the RipSkirt, she says, plus you can go rip. It’s fun.

She’s out.



We are the last two believers in Família Sangre. I drive for three hours while my friend listens to podcasts with her earbuds in. When I park I leave the car unlocked and the keys in the console because I’m not coming back. It takes half an hour of rockhopping to get down to the beach where the roar of the blowhole is rhythmically deafening.

At the entrance to the cave I strip off my clothing. I will go to my water babies naked.

Are you coming? I ask.

She shakes her head. I’ll wait for you here. I’ve got the Moby Dick Big Read to listen to, that will keep me going.

You’re scared, aren’t you?

I am, but I’m also kind of at peace with it all.

You’re out, lol.

But if you see my babies in the walls, tell them I loved them, tell them I’m sorry.

Okay, if I see them. I might only be able to see mine. I will see them, and they will see me.

And into the maelstrom I dive.




What I’d Do if I Was in Charge

I have to work on her, but eventually Mum agrees that Serene can do her work experience in our bakery. Serene is still in high school, Year 11, whereas I’m working and earning money in the bakery. I’m saving to go overseas and meet a guy I can marry to get EU citizenship. I have big plans.

Work experience is compulsory for Year 11s. The kids all scramble to find a place where they might go on to get real part-time work. This is harder than you’d think because the whole town is run by under-eighteens. Every shop on both sides of the main street, including the pub, is staffed by kids who get turfed once they turn eighteen and have to be paid at the higher rate. It’s a short-lived opportunity and everyone goes for it.

Serene starts on the weekend, learning how to serve and use the till. On Mondays we are closed for all-day baking. Mum is super-organised and bossy about the Monday baking. We always bake extra for the freezer because we often need emergency pies to pop in the microwave.

I say, ‘Why don’t we just have more pies ready instead of freezing them?’

But Mum can’t bear anything going to waste. If there’s leftover pies at the end of the day, it’s a big drama, even though I know I could ring around or put a message on Facebook and the kids in the other shops would all put up their Back in 10 minutes signs and rush down for a half-price pie. That’s what I’d do if I was in charge.

Our most popular pie is Beef and Guinness. Guys really go for that one, although once they’re sold out, they’re happy to take anything as long as it has the word ‘beef’ in it. They are totally emasculated if they can only buy a pie with the word ‘chicken’ in it. Serene explained that to me. She was showing off. I might not have heard of ‘emasculated’ but I know what it means.

The next most popular pie (for guys) is Beef and Mushroom, then Chunky Steak – their eyebrows shoot up when they hear about that one – then Curried Beef and Potato.

I say to Mum, ‘Why don’t we just make all Beef and Guinness if that’s what they like most?’

She says that people, including guys, like to make a choice and that having a range of pies to choose from is what makes them enjoy buying them. So why do their faces fall when I tell them we’re sold out of Beef and Guinness?

The other thing I’ve noticed, and Serene noticed it too, is that people, especially guys, want you to tell them what kind of pies are for sale, even though they are listed on the board overhead. I go to a lot of trouble to stand on a chair and rub out the name of the sold-out pie so people don’t have to be disappointed. So I don’t have to explain, ‘Oh, sorry etc.,’ and go through the other options. Which are likewise listed on the board.

Sometimes I just want to point at the sign and say, ‘Duh.’



Mum puts different little pastry decorations on the tops, so you can tell what kind of pie it is. Serene does cute drawings of the decorations and makes notes about which goes with what. I can see she’s going to be putting in a fancy work experience report with cute little drawings.

When the pies are baked and popped out of their containers, they go on different shelves in the big fridge. In the service area, they go on separate, labelled trays in the pie warmer. Sometimes they get mixed up. I’ve certainly sold Curried Beef and Potato to guys wanting Chunky Steak but they’re eating them before they’re out the door and no complaints.

I’ve never had a complaint about anything I’ve sold.

As a rule, I try to be super-informative and friendly about all our pies and cakes, which ones are gluten-free and so on. FODMAP is a new one, but you can’t get a FODMAP pie or cake. If you want one, sorry, you’re in the wrong place.

For the chicken pies, there are Chicken and Mushroom, Chicken and Sweet Corn and – wait for it! – Curried Chicken and Potato.

Ladies usually prefer chicken pies or spinach and feta slices. After they buy their savoury pies or slices, they take a long time looking at various cakes, until they either settle on one or shake their heads regretfully. I stand by with a pleasant professional smile while the queue builds up.

If I get ladies at the right moment, I can talk them into just about anything. I say the apple slice is made with fruit from our orchard, or the vanilla slice won first prize at the Whittlesea show. They just need something a little picturesque to tip the balance. They need help.

The guys are easy. I say, ‘Would you like a cream bun to go with your pie?’ and wait.

‘A cream bun?’ they say, looking at me instead of the bun. ‘Sure,’ they say. ‘Why not?’

I say, ‘They’re delicious. You won’t regret it,’ and often they’ll buy two. I’m a natural saleswoman.



Mum counts the stock, unlocks the safe and puts out the float for tomorrow. She’s going to Melbourne to buy supplies and meet distributors and will be away the whole day. For the first time I will be managing the bakery, with Serene helping.

Mum says, ‘Don’t make the coffees too hot, even if they ask for it.’

She says, ‘There are extra pies in the second fridge if you need them.’

She says, ‘The French bakery delivery should be here by seven-thirty, eight at the latest. Take a dozen of each, no extras.’

Mum says, ‘Blah, blah, blah,’ but I’m not listening – I’ve been working in the bakery for seven months and know it all backwards.

I go to bed early and text Serene – On our own tomorrow showing everyone how it’s done!! [image: Emoji: Rolling on the floor laughing face]

Serene replies [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up] [image: Emoji: Thumbs up]

A few more pings but they can wait – I know it’s Serene sending them.



Fruit buns are cooling on the racks. Serene and I will have a couple with our coffees – there’s nothing like a fruit bun straight out of the oven. I must remember to say that to a few people.

Mum scoots out the door loaded up with boxes and bags, the boot slams and away she goes.

I text Serene – It’s on!! [image: Emoji: Smiling cat face with open mouth]

She replies immediately. I have agreat IDEA [image: Emoji: Smiling face with sunglasses] [image: Emoji: Electric light bulb]

Hmm. I scroll back to the messages I missed last night. Serene has found a fantastic recipe on her favourite food blogger’s page – simple, delicious and foolproof. Doing something new will add points to her work experience report.

The cake guy comes with our petite lemon meringue and fruit tarts. He tries to give me free chocolate mousse cakes. He tries to get a free coffee. He kind of twigs that Mum’s not around but then Serene arrives and he’s outnumbered.

‘Thanks,’ we say. ‘Bye!’ What a creep.

I make us a couple of coffees and put two chocolate mousse cakes on a plate. Serene carefully cuts hers into three, eats a single piece and pushes the plate away. She pats her tummy and smiles with her lips pressed together.

I almost say, Well, why did you want to do work experience in a bakery then? But I need her help today, so I don’t. I’m still eating mine as she spruiks the recipe she wants us to try, and I agree, it is genius. It’s a super-healthy fruit and nut slice made with condensed milk, oats, dried fruit, walnuts and macadamias.

Mum’s voice moans, Macadamias are sooo expensive, but I can feel it in my bones – we are on to something here.

I set up a giant metal mixing bowl with a paddle for turning over the mixture. We don’t have any condensed milk. Serene texts Sam at the grocery. He puts up his Back in 10 minutes sign and runs down with a whole box of condensed milk. I make him a takeaway coffee, he adds a couple of fruit buns and we’re square.

We multiply the ingredients by ten, starting with ten cans of condensed milk. Whole bags of dried apricots, sultanas, walnuts and macadamias go in, but we’re easy on the oats, aiming for a rich silky texture. I throw in some crystallised ginger and lemon peel for contrast. The churn is chugging away when Serene gets that lightbulb light in her eyes. On MasterChef, on the big salted-caramel reveal – who can forget it? – that judge explained the trick of intensifying flavour by adding salt to sweet things.

We add half a cupful of salt, taste and correct this with more sugar, adding until it’s je ne sais quoi. Serene’s doing VCE French and is lending me her textbooks so I can teach myself. The difference between us is that I’m going to France while Serene isn’t going anywhere. She says planes use fossil fuels and cause carbon emissions, and we absolutely have to stop doing that before the whole world goes up in flames.

I say that once I get there I’m not coming back, and she shrugs as if it’s not going to make any difference.

France doesn’t have bushfires.

The slice mixture fills three big trays. I remove pies from the fridge to make room, but we’ll need the pies later for sure. We open in fifteen and I tell Serene to get her skates on and fill the pie warmer while I make attractive baskets of fruit buns and put these on the counter next to the till, where their cinnamon fragrance will make them irresistible.

‘I’ll make the coffees today,’ I tell Serene. ‘Because I don’t have time to show you how to do it. Soz.’

I make my first, no, second, executive decision for the day – I will only make my signature cappuccinos, no other kinds of coffee. We’re going to be busy and I don’t want to spend half my time steaming away behind the machine while Serene gets all the credit for the Super Healthy Fruit and Nut Slice.

Serene makes a sign for our slice, decorated with little butterflies and flowers. The cut slices look pretty with all the fruit and nut pieces on show.

Ten minutes to go. I remember the lemon meringue and fruit tarts and put three of each in the refrigerated display cabinet. Serene’s choc mousse cake has disappeared. I ask her if she’s hungry now and she shakes her head.

‘Not even for some super-healthy slice?’

‘That would be unprofessional,’ she replies.

I check my watch. ‘Why?’ We’re standing behind the counter with everything ready and two minutes to go.

‘We forgot to do market research! It’s an essential step.’

Essential for her report.

I say, ‘Get the guys. Tell them it’s free for the first ten tasters.’

She takes a photo of the tray and posts it. I transfer ten pieces onto a plate so they’re not all plunging their unwashed hands into the merchandise. Back in 10 minutes signs click all along the street and the first ten tasters are here in under three.

They love it! Mehmet takes a photo of Serene and me posing with the tray. Serene snaps photos of hands reaching, lips opening, thumbs up etc. No identifiable close-ups because they’d get into trouble. Gianni is late, after the cut-off, nearly crying because he had a customer. I take pity on him and give him a slice. He can owe me.

The shop is now open and customers are crowding in. Serene quickly sets up a FB story called Our Super-Healthy Fruit and Nut Slice. She posts all the photos and sends the link to the guys, telling them that if they like it, there could be half-price pies at the end of the day – no promises.

Everyone wants coffee and we are rushed off our feet. The first tray of slices is gone by ten and I send Serene out the back to cut up the second tray. She takes ages. It’s pies, pies, pies, buns, buns, buns, and me at the coffee machine with every order. I decide to shut down the coffee machine after lunch and keep it off until school gets out and all the desperate mums roll in with their hangry children. If anyone complains, I’ll say the machine is on the fritz.

Serene wanders back. ‘Hundreds of likes, and guess what – we’re trending on Reddit.’ She’s thrilled. ‘This is big!’

‘Where’s the super-healthy slice?’ I hiss sideways while smiling at a man who wants me to repeat the list of pies.

‘Oh,’ she says and disappears.

An American lady is next in queue. She gives me a big smile with dazzling white teeth, flips her scarf over her shoulder and asks for meat pies.

I tell her, ‘We have beef pies,’ and start to list them.

‘I’ll have all of them,’ she says.

‘There are four kinds, so you want four?’

‘No, I’ll have all of them. As many as you have. I just love Australian meat pies.’

I try to calculate what’s possible. Those ones I left on the bench, the time it will take to microwave some frozen ones. The big problem is what we’ll serve our other customers if I let her clean us out.

She takes a fifty from her wallet and waves it like a magic carpet preparing to take off. ‘How many pies can I buy with this?’ She is really enjoying herself.

Pies are four dollars each so that’s…

Serene returns with a tray of super-healthy slice, but she’s cut up the pieces raggedly so they’re all different sizes. It looks to me like she just whacked it with a rolling pin.

I try to ignore the ragged pieces. For fifty dollars, the lady can buy twelve pies, three of each kind.

The pie warmer is now empty of beef pies. ‘Only chicken left,’ I whisper to Serene.

I pass over the boxes of pies, and offer the lady a free piece of super-healthy etc. She takes a small piece with the little tongs and bites into it. Her face freezes.

‘Ouch,’ she says. ‘We Americans like our food sweet but this is inedible.’

I watch her leave and turn to Serene, who is checking her phone again. ‘Why are the pieces hacked up like that?’

‘It’s an artisan product,’ she says. ‘This makes a more authentic presentation.’

Authentic presentation maybe, but is it inedible?

Everyone else liked it and we posted all those photos. The school bitches will laugh in my face if they discover we had to throw it away. They already think I’m a loser, even though I have a job and it’s really hard to get paid work.

Mum will ask, ‘Where did all the macadamias go?’ etc.

And I’m sorry to say, I don’t trust Serene not to turn the whole thing into a joke at my expense once she’s back at school with the other Year 11s.

I’m a bit stressed about it but decide we should try to sell this tray before we write the whole thing off. Everyone knows Americans have weird taste in food, putting mayo and peanut butter on everything. New problem: I have no idea how we’re going to charge for it with all the pieces being different sizes. Another swift exec decision: all the pieces are two dollars, and people can use the tongs to select the size they want.

A couple of guys come in, rubbing their hands together. Of course, they want beef pies. I can see Serene out of the corner of my eye packing the pie warmer with no attention to detail, like where they should be going.

I say, ‘You must try our free-range chicken pies. The chicken is very tender.’

‘Tender, is it?’

I wait. They take the chicken. They ask for coffee and I tell them sorry, the machine isn’t working. I offer them free chocolate milk from the fridge and they’re happy. They want cinnamon scrolls – which I completely forgot about – but settle for fruit buns.

Next to me, Serene is telling a lady that the Super-Healthy Fruit and Nut Slice is one hundred per cent organic. She’s doing well.

The lunch rush is almost over, and we need to restock everything. I take a quick break for a glass of orange juice, and when I return, the entire tray of healthy slice has gone.

‘Flying out,’ says Serene.

I put up the Back in 10 sign, take a quick inventory and we regroup in the kitchen.

‘WTF!’ says Serene. ‘Mandy and those other bitches are calling our slice “vile” and posting pictures of asses. Gianni’s call ing them all sluts.’ She shows me a close-up of a baboon’s red bum. ‘He shouldn’t be calling them sluts. That’s wrong.’

‘Whose side are you on?’ I take the phone from her hand and read on.

Next post: Yor mum mutherfucka haha. Meme of a dog pooing: Yr dad. Everyone is having a field day, including the guys from our market research group this morning.

‘Shut it down! Quickly!’ My voice squeaks as I break into an urgent sweat. ‘The whole thing.’ And she does. We take a few deep breaths. ‘When did they come into the shop?’ I ask. ‘Or didn’t they?’

‘Yeah, they all came in wanting to try it, they bought most of it. While you were on your break.’

We still have a tray of it left. ‘Inedible’ the American woman called it, ‘vile’ according to the SBs, ‘tastes like ass’ etc. But no-one else has complained.

Someone bangs on the door and I send Serene out to open it. I make the call and cut our last tray of slice into nice exact pieces.

The afternoon passes in a daze. Customers are getting whatever we give them. Most of the cakes are sold, the pies are gone, and Serene is over-microwaving the frozen ones. In Year 10 food tech, we learned that food has to be either super-hot or super-cold and never in between. But customers will hate it if they burn their mouths on the first bite. They’ll go to the next town instead.

When the school kids burst in, they want the slice, and their mothers agree because it’s a healthy organic treat.

We give it to them and they love it. What kid ever complained about something being too sweet? All the mothers want is coffee, until I bring out more of the French bakery products and they can’t resist.

‘Have another mousse cake,’ I suggest to Serene.

‘How do you like the slice?’ I ask the kids.

‘Yummy,’ they shout as they racket round the room, hyped up to the gills. ‘Yummy,’ they whoop, scuffling with each other.

I give them extra pieces for free, telling them, ‘Take as much as you want,’ and they take it all.

A few minutes later, they whirl out the door with their yelling mothers following. Someone tips over a chair on the way.

The shop is quiet for the first time since we opened the door and let in the guys. Serene takes a break while I assess the damage. Everything’s a mess but we made serious money today, money I am dying to start counting.

Mum texts to say she’ll be back around six-thirty. It’s five past four, an hour to go until official closing time, but I’m calling it now and triple-lock the door.

‘Serene,’ I yell. ‘Can you please reload the dishwasher, and when you’ve done that, the floors need to be washed.’ I straighten up the tables and chairs and then go to find her.

She’s sitting at the table with her phone, looking tired.

‘Come on,’ I tell her. ‘It’s part of the job.’ I show her the closet and pull out the various cleaning products, broom, mop and bucket.

She pulls on pink rubber gloves and reads some of the labels. ‘You don’t use bleach, do you? It’s so bad for the environment. Kills everything.’

‘Especially germs.’ But I don’t want to have this argument with her. I’d prefer to have it with Mum and be on the other side of it, complaining about the bleach. I hate it.

I give Serene a hug. ‘You did great today,’ I tell her. ‘It’s hard work running a bakery: starting early, on your feet all day being nice to people, and then having to clean up at the end when you’re really tired. Make sure you put that in your work experience diary.’

She nods as if I’m the one making her tired.

I get my own cloth and spray and start wiping down the tables, chairs and counters. We forgot to put out the fudge brownies today so there’s a heap of them still on the rack. I push one into my mouth and grab a second one. Brownies really give you a lift when you’re a bit tired. Serene knows they’re there, I’m not going to say anything.

‘Hey,’ I tell her, ‘you know what? The super-healthy slice was a huge success!’

She looks like she’s not so sure about that.

‘We might not make it again because macadamias are so expensive, but everyone loved it. You can put that in your diary. They loved it!’

Serene rests the mop while she grabs a couple of brownies. ‘Yeah, they did, didn’t they? Except for Mandy and them.’

‘They’re just jealous.’ They never liked me, it’s one reason I left.

A moment later, she stops again and says, ‘Dad reckons the whole town’s a tinder box ready to go up. Mikayla said it’s all they talk about at the pub. And all they’re doing about it is drinking.’

I can’t remember the last time the creek ran or even the last time I heard frogs. We don’t have a plan for the town going up. Our generator’s really old. We’ve got gas bottles as a backup for the generator, but neither of those things will put out a fire.

Serene puts on her playlist full blast and we distract ourselves cleaning and tidying, singing along with Lizzo’s ‘Boys’ and ‘Good as Hell’ and yelling, ‘This is inedible!’ at each other.




My Beautiful Dollhouse

When Christmas morning finally came, I peeled off the wrapping and ribbon with a familiar throbbing in the place called ‘down there’. The dollhouse revealed was about three feet high if you counted the pointy roof and had just four rooms. Not much to work with but at least the roof was red. No chimney.

My brother got Duplo and straight away offered to swap. He sat there with his Dutch haircut – he cried when I called it a Dutch haircut, but not as much as he did when I called him Manilla. He’d torn and ruined his Duplo box when it could have been turned into something.

‘Animals,’ he said, holding up a tiger and some other lumpy thing. He tipped out the red, blue, green and yellow blocks with a plastic clatter.

Mum and Dad were hissing and honking at each other in the kitchen while a burning smell rose from the oven. I tuned out as usual.

‘Manilla,’ I said. ‘Got any people?’

He had two dudes in khaki uniform and a little jeep thingy that could go in the driveway if my house had a driveway.

My new dollhouse had two square rooms on the ground floor and two above with angled ceilings from the roofline. No doors or anything. If you set up the rooms, everyone stayed fixed in them, never moving from one room to the next unless your big hand reached in and put them there. No stairs.

Manilla stuck a zookeeper in one of the upstairs bedrooms. While he was distracted, I had a quick look at the Duplo. The two guys could be gay and keep exotic animals in their bedroom. I’d already decided the second upstairs room would be an ensuite bathroom with a claw-foot bathtub with gold taps, big oval mirror with a gold frame, and lots of plants. Maybe the Duplo palm tree.

Mum came over to look. ‘Aren’t you going to open your furniture?’ She meant the box of chunky pine hillbilly furnishings – table, two chairs, two single beds. ‘Mikey might let you have some Duplo to make a couch and TV.’ She took a sip of wine as we sat in dumb silence.

I dragged the dollhouse to our bedroom where I could work on it in private. When Nanna came to lunch, she gave me a wooden family for the dollhouse. They were ugly dolls and when I said so, she lit another menthol cigarette with her fancy lighter, winked at me and said, ‘Aren’t they just?’

The dad was wearing overalls and the mum an apron. Straight away I swapped over their clothes. Two kids, girl and boy, as rigid as bricks and off their heads on drugs.

‘Who do you think these are, Manilla?’

‘Sisters?’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘We’ll cut off the boy’s head and glue on my old Barbie’s head.’

‘Not Wedding Barbie?’ His bottom lip trembled.

I took pity on him and used Stacie’s head instead. That whole family lived in the downstairs room eating fried food, all bunched up and tripping over each other, dreaming of farm animals and jealous of the guys upstairs with their tiger and ensuite.



My first dollhouse kept me going for a year or two. I glued on different wallpapers. Some glues made dirty fingerprints while others stuck so quickly that I didn’t have time to straighten them. I turned a cigar box into a big bed with a gold doily coverlet and puffy cottonwool pillows. I made do with a Duplo bathtub that Manilla insisted on calling a spa and ended up making tea-sets out of blue plasticine.

One day I came home from school and the tea-set was mauve balls on flat things. I kicked the gay guys out of their bedroom but kept the tiger and palm tree as compensation.

After that, I drew my dollhouses and really focused on the details: the pink fluffy mule under the bed, the fruit bowl that held tiny pears and a single lemon with bright green leaves. That lemon was so perfect, I could taste it on my tongue.

When Kirsty brought a sliver of blue willow china that she found in her uncle’s backyard to show-and-tell, she let me feel the smooth, worn edges and silky glaze, and I knew for certain that my ultimate dollhouse would have blue willow china. I went mad for a while drawing chandeliers and drinks trolleys, gilt mirrors and jewellery boxes.

Dad left, Mum gave up, and Manilla turned out to be a girl after all, but all that is in the past.



The doorbell chimes with one delivery after another. Online shopping is one of my entertainments, affordable now that I’m no longer poor. The guys with their boxes and parcels are back and forth all day and it kills me when several arrive at once and they’re all, ‘Hi, you again,’ to each other.

I live in Nanna’s house, which she left me along with her complete estate. It provides my income but it came with a rider – Mum gets to live here too until she goes, which probably won’t be long now as she can’t get out of bed by herself. She’s upstairs having a grand old time in her lovely bedroom.

Anchored in the present, I smooth my dirndl, put on a smile and open the door. More flowers, this time a pungent bouquet of roses and Easter lilies. The Sikh delivery guy and I exchange a little twinkle. He’s been delivering flowers weekly for some time and we have a thing going. Sexual tension in spades. I’m going to build a special dollhouse just for him, soon.

For now, I’m flat out keeping up with Manilla’s Instagram posts of her Paris penthouse. She’s a supermodel called Giselle who says she sprang fully formed from Zeus’s third eye. Up and down the catwalks she strides with her long legs and panther body. No toxic family for her. Her social media manager has blocked me from all her accounts, but I keep inventing new selves.

I work on Giselle’s Paris penthouse in the front drawing room with natural light from the bay window, a Scandi-style worktable and matching custom shelving with all the little drawers labelled in code. Here I am my best self, my display self.

Giselle’s dollhouse has three storeys, and on each floor there are two big rooms and one central space for the spiral staircase which winds through the whole thing. All the rooms have doors so you can move about naturally.

The penthouse walls and ceilings are white, and everything is clean. Dirty fingers have no place here. Curtains billow from full-height windows, and there are so many windows. Sometimes there’s an Insta close-up of a single chair or velvet-upholstered sofa and the accent colours are pearl grey, duck-egg blue and sea foam. Ming Dynasty vases hold either big twig antler things or cascading orchids.

In the foyer, there’s a Géricault painting of a nude young man and you just know it’s original.

I get frustrated with the unknown details, like her bedroom, which in the dollhouse has a Versailles four-poster bed, swagged and gilded into the next world. Big leopard skin on the floor with a glassy-eyed head. (That leopard skin was very difficult to source in miniature.) Huge mirrors and chandeliers, dozens of table lamps, everything reeking of wealth, similar in fact to my second dollhouse which Manilla was obsessed with at the time.

One of Giselle’s guest bathrooms is entirely made of blue and white Azulejo tiles and has eighteenth-century wrought-iron chairs, but you can’t see the bath, let alone the toilet. When I finally got the white china claw-foot bathtub and vanity, big mirror and toilet for my second dollhouse, there was always a doll on the toilet. It was very premium. But Manilla doesn’t shit, not these days.

When I opened her Instagram this morning, my chest locked into a cramp. The shot of the day was a complete The Lady and the Unicorn tapestry covering the wall of her formal living room, which is otherwise white with restrained accents. She has forced me into complete surrender because I will never be able to find one for her dollhouse. I will have to make do with a paper reproduction and it won’t have the right weight or texture.

It will never be enough.



My second dollhouse was a thirteenth-birthday present to myself, and I’m not going to tell you how I got the money for it. By this time, Dad had left his clothes on the beach and swum out to sea to start a new life. No-one believed he’d accidentally drowned. Mum worked for Amway and fell unconscious on the couch after dinner and it was basically just me and Manilla, but mostly me.

I found the dollhouse in Mr Pickwick’s, a moth-eaten antiques store that was permanently closing down. In the dusty front window of the shop, half-hidden behind some other things, the house stood alone on a little table that was part of it. The shop-keeper’s eyes were on me as I knelt before it, took the gold knobs and eased open the French doors. As I ran my fingers over the papery walls and brittle faux-glass windows, I tried and failed to play it cool. Straight away I put ten dollars on it as a down payment and made a bargain with the old man to pay it off twice a week for three months.

Finally, the old man delivered it to the house, and Manilla and I carried it into our room together. The only furniture was a rickety grand piano without a stool.

‘Well, it’s a start,’ said Manilla, as if he had any claim to it.

I did whatever I had to, to afford the furniture that house deserved.

My new dollhouse had two levels and an attic space under the eaves, with one large, one medium and two small rooms on each floor, as well as stairs, a fireplace in the living room, and real lace curtains on the windows. When you were done for the day, you could close the two outside doors to say, Sleep well, little house. You are all safe in there, you can sleep now.

Time and again, I returned to the musty antiques store with its stuffed owls and eagles, gold-rimmed china and heavy Victorian furniture. I came with things that Nanna wouldn’t miss and made the old guy pay through the nose. When I had nothing to sell, I paid in kind. And I don’t come cheap.

The old guy put me in touch with a specialist who custom-built a miniature mahogany sideboard with bookshelves which had drawers and cupboards that opened, a curved sofa and matching armchair upholstered in blue striped brocade, and a coffee table where I placed a tiny tea-set and cake stand. The dining room had a round table with four Bentwood chairs, little silver plates, wineglasses and a cheese bell. The kitchen had all the usual things plus a delightful tiny broom which I used to sweep the floors.

Imaginary girls lived in my second dollhouse, moving with grace from dining table to wingback chair, from bathroom to vanity stool, through rooms and up and down the stairs. Manilla wanted dolls to stand in for us and he carped on and on about it in a voice that troubled my sleep. He wanted premium dolls with smooth joints that allowed sitting and gesturing, not creepy dolls, and eventually he found them.

In a high-class toyshop on the other side of town, I trapped the salesgirl with questions about small china animals, asking to see each one separately and requiring her to unlock some of the glass cabinets. And after about ten minutes, Manilla came strolling out of the back room with his Dutch haircut, paid for a cheap bubble blower and kept going. I ran out after him and we kept running until we were home in our room with the door closed.

From his coat pocket he drew out ‘Teenage girl in jeans’ and ‘Boy in a striped jumper’, and that’s who we were until he got sick of it.



We moved a couple of times, each house a step down, and the dollhouse came with me. Manilla wanted to sell it because he needed money for other things, but it wasn’t his to sell. Space was tight: I gave him my half of the wardrobe, kept my clothes in cardboard boxes under the bed, and in return my dollhouse stayed on its table. When the afternoon sun turned doorknobs, taps, plates and kettles to pure gold, a deep contentment washed through me, and the world felt kind.

If I came home from school or work and a single tiny thing had been shifted in the dollhouse, I dragged everything out of Manilla’s wardrobe, tore the blankets off his bed, and emptied ashtrays into his hair gel. When this happened, he stayed away for a few days, until I was calm again. But one day, I found the entire silver dinner set was gone, as well as the mahogany sideboard.

Seizing the boy in a striped jumper, I grabbed the breadknife and started sawing into its neck. Halfway through I froze, and after a few dreadful minutes, I forced myself to put down the knife. The boy looked freaky now, and it hurt.

I stuck a cut-down bandaid over the wound and left the doll on Manilla’s pillow.

He came home during the night and shone his torchlight around while he grabbed various things. Behind the curtain, my chest heaved like bellows. My jaw was locked so tight I couldn’t speak. His moving shadow in the torchlight was monstrous.

The torch paused at the dollhouse, and then he was gone, for good, leaving no-one in the house but me and our depressed mother.



These days I keep my second dollhouse in the spare bedroom upstairs. Displayed on its custom Victorian table it still looks magical, but my feelings about it are confused. The doors are kept closed, but at odd times I wake up in that bedroom and the doors are open.



I have two workrooms and the one I keep locked is the root cellar. The cellar has no windows, and it can be cold, but with fluorescent tubes overhead and many lamps, I see better in this workroom than I do in the natural-light, Scandi-furniture room. There are two long tables for my projects and a mahogany sideboard with glass-door bookshelves where I keep my artisan tools and materials.

Here I work on my ultimate dollhouse, a project so constantly on my mind that sometimes it feels like it is my mind. Additionally, when the right mood strikes, I create dioramas or crime scenes from a miniature world that can be real or imagined. As I place and shift the elements of these room boxes, my big hand feels like the hand of God.

For example, the sex dungeon I’m making for the Sikh flower-delivery guy is, at this stage, just a fantasy but it’s a good one. So far, this diorama is a glossy black room with a platform bed loosely draped with red satin sheets. There is an X-shaped whipping frame with tiny bronze shackles for wrists and ankles. Miniature gold-framed Klimt paintings hang over the bed and on the right-hand wall. They are real paintings.

A gold loop holds a tiny cat-o’-nine-tails which I sourced from a guy obsessed with reconstructing eighteenth-century naval battles and whaling ships. The left-hand wall holds an antique Venetian glass mirror which reflects perfectly despite its age. My Sikh delivery guy might never see his beautiful dungeon, but I can see it any time I want. I can reach in to unravel that turban, spilling coils of silky black hair, and I can make him beg for mercy. This room stands apart, complete in itself.

My ultimate dollhouse has a simple structure of four rooms and an attic space. I still have the teenage girl in jeans and the boy in a striped jumper with his half-sawn neck (now covered by a red knitted scarf). On the second floor, they lie on twin beds decorated with scatter pillows and fur throws. Their bathroom furniture changes according to my mood but the style I keep returning to is green Duplo, reminiscent of what Manilla used to call a spa.

The attic space has an old woman lying stiffly in an antique iron bed. She’s dead, unfortunately.

Two rooms on the ground floor. One has two long worktables in it with one table holding a complete miniature set of blue willow china, and the other one a dollhouse. Did you know you can buy a tiny dollhouse for your dollhouse? You can.

The second room, although it’s the first one you enter if you come through the front door, as you should, is the one I’m never quite satisfied with. Right now, it holds a sweet-faced baby in an antique rocking cradle. The baby wears a white satin dress with knitted matinee jacket, leggings and bonnet, all tucked in with a crocheted blanket. I’ve ordered an heirloom patchwork quilt in case I get sick of the blanket. There’s a wardrobe for the baby’s clothes, lots of outfits on teeny-tiny hangers.

Sometimes the baby annoys me, lying there with his little stiff arms. He doesn’t do anything, except look small and sometimes a bit pathetic. He’s a tiny plastic doll, I tell myself, he’s not important.

‘Why don’t you get on the little rocking horse?’ I say to him. ‘And just do something, for once!’ And then I buy him new toys, a tiny rattle and a teething ring.

Manilla never wore white satin, and he would have loved it.

On dark days, I look at that baby and my blood boils. ‘Well, fuck you!’ I shout. ‘What did you ever do to earn a place in my dollhouse?’




I’ve Been Waiting So Long

In a basement studio invisible from the street, I nibble cereal and drink black tea. The only sound is scratching under the floorboards.

When I wake, my eyes rove over the cups and plates on their plank-and-brick shelving. I try to keep the groceries separate but sometimes the packets get torn there are holes mice get in. Crows come pecking at the windows.

Once upon a time I had a sweet little baby who was stolen from me because I was too young to fight for him. I’m older now. Consider yourself warned.



I work as a nanny, specialising in emergencies. The Carrick family has a new baby and something is wrong with the mother. They urgently need a nanny and I’m the only one on the agency’s books who can start immediately and yes I say I’ll do it sure no problem. I’m perfect for it.

In the wealthy suburb of Toorak, behind high walls, their house rises steeply, two storeys with three long windows either side of the front door and a third level tucked under the roof. Above the door, a plaque is engraved with the word Reynard in cursive script, and the doorknocker is a fox face with a twisted bronze ring in its mouth. The ring is heavy and feels familiar but before I can use it the door opens, a thin old lady with ramrod posture gives me the once-over and beckons me in.

I am Mrs Carrick senior, she says.

I’m Sarah.

She nods.

I follow her across the foyer, under a grand staircase through to a back office or maybe it’s a study. The room is higher than it is wide. The proportions are wrong, it feels like half a room.

The nanny, she says from the doorway. I’ll leave you to it.

Sitting at his antique desk, with tanned skin and dark hair handsomely grey at the temples, Mr Carrick holds out his palm while continuing to flick through a pile of documents. He wants my references.

I hand them over. I wrote them myself, honest reliable hard-working me.

He takes a quick look at them. You’ll do, he says. I’ll be gone for a week or two, but our housekeeper Mrs Prescott will be here if you have any questions.

I wait for him to say something else but a minute later he looks up, surprised to see me.

Thank you I say walking backwards.



The maid wears an old-fashioned black dress and starched white apron. Her name is Alva. With a limping gait, she leads me through the gleaming kitchen to the utility room with its pigeonholes, communication book and roster board. Josef is on, Alva is on. Mrs Prescott has left for the day.

The whole set-up looks like something from Upstairs Downstairs but that suits me, I’m good with it.

Put your name and the time, says Alva, and when I do she gives me a set of keys.

Back through the kitchen and up the stairs we go, passing through ribbons of ruby light from the stained-glass window over the front door. As we rise, the plucked chords of a harp come floating down from the floor above. We emerge from the stairwell in the heart of the house and turn left.

I meet two children. Lily is a thin young girl aged about nine or ten and her fat older brother, aged about twelve, is Alex. Their living room has pale green walls and floral carpet and the vinegar smell of neglect. Alex hammers the keyboard, engrossed in Call of Duty or something like it. Lily who has mousy hair like mine sits cross-legged in the middle of a circle of soft toys, Beanie Babies I think they are. When I sit on the floor near her, her arms swim over the toys, warding me off.



There are nine different keys on the keyring, most of them the long old-fashioned kind. I used to love the taste of those. When I find the right one for the kitchen door and unlock it, I see the fridge is padlocked which makes me wonder who is doing all the locking.

Inside the fridge are two white plates with roast meat, a scoop of potato, another scoop of corn and peas, covered with Glad Wrap. Also in the fridge: milk plain yoghurt margarine the end of a loaf of bread. The oven needs a button held down while the long lighter flicks at the gas jets at the back but after a few minutes of gassing I give up and nuke the food in the microwave. The meat when it’s heated looks grey and I wouldn’t eat it, even though I’m hungry.

I set the heated plates down on the table with cutlery and call the children in to eat. They both look disgusted, but Alex eats all of his and half of his sister’s when she pushes her barely touched plate towards him.

So far I’ve used four of the keys, five more to go.



Time to check out the children’s bedrooms. These are opposite each other and adjacent to their living room.

Lily’s room faces the back garden, a girly room with cream walls and mantelpiece and dusty rose-velvet curtains and swags. The antique-white furniture has touches of gold and something French about the style. Her double bed has a pink floral cover. The drawer of her bedside table jams half-way out. Not much in it – an old-fashioned set of playing cards, a green velvet bag heavy with glass marbles and a gold pen with the word Lydia engraved on it. Nothing useful or convenient like a torch or tissues.

Something stuck at the back, a cold object shaped like a dagger. The handle is the blackened bronze head of an eagle with a scaled hood and eyes sharp as flint. The upper beak curves over the lower. It holds a latent animus and as I draw the blade from its sheath, I sense a child’s hand beneath mine. It’s a letter opener but feels like a weapon. I’d like to keep it I really would, but for now I know where it is.

Everything in this room looks and smells stale. I try to force open the sash window but it’s well and truly stuck. A soft piece of white-painted frame crumbles onto the sill, exposing an inch of glass at the side.

Alex’s room has a built-in bunk bed with timber-lined walls on three sides and overhead, a boy’s version of a sea captain’s cabin. The lamp on a stand is a lighthouse and in the red-cast light the timber glows like honey. The bed, about four feet from the ground, has a ladder to help a small child climb in. Under the bunk is a door with a tiny gold lock and key in the top corner. Strange to think that you’d lock something in there.

An animal?

The door opens outwards into the room and when I crouch to peer in there’s a dark void and a musty smell. Maybe it’s a place to keep special toys and Alex doesn’t have any. His curtains are a faded red with gold ties that match a latticework pattern in the blind. The mantelpiece displays a ship in a bottle and I step closer to read the name Leo painted on the side in tiny writing. I sense that this is Leo’s room, frozen in time, and not adapted for the big lump who sleeps in it now.

It’s more a museum than a bedroom, and the whole thing is so over the top I can’t help smiling.



From a window at the back of the house, I spy garden beds of white winter roses planted to form a spoke pattern around a still fountain. Japanese maples create a screening wall with yellow-gold and russet leaves drifting in the air. Beyond the wall, a distant figure is digging.

I press my face to the cold window and wipe away the fog of my breath, curious to know what he is planting or burying in the middle of April, but mist drifts like smoke among the trees, blurring him.



A week later and the children and I have fallen into a basic routine. Still no sign of the baby or the mother with something wrong with her. And why ‘wrong’ rather than ‘recovering from a difficult birth’?

In constant lopsided motion, Alva is too busy for questions, do I want her to lose her job? And Mrs Prescott clocks off before I start, leaving locked cupboards and pre-plated meals for me to heat up for the children. Josef picks them up from school and they are mine until I finish at ten.

‘Are you vegetarian?’ I ask Lily who changes into a leotard after school so she can practise ballet in her room until she’s hysterical.

‘I don’t like food,’ she says, pushing her plate across to her brother.

‘Is it the meat?’

‘I don’t like any of it.’

In the communications book, I write Please provide vegetarian meals for Lily. She won’t eat meat and is awfully thin.



As I walk to the bus stop, I shiver without coat or gloves in the clear frosty evening. A shadow crosses my path and I freeze. A sleek suburban fox with something limp hanging from his mouth passes me, before melting once more into the darkness.



I count the windows on all sides of the house and work it out. It’s U-shaped with a central stairway from the ground floor to the first. The design is symmetrical and old-worldish. On the first floor, children live on one side of the house and parents on the other. But the parents’ rooms are empty and I’m warned that it’s not my business to go there, or to take the narrow back staircase – which Alva quaintly calls the ‘servant stairs’ – to the attic.

But someone plays the harp up there, I’ve heard it several times.

Such a big echoing house for so few people. I interrogate the children and their answers are terse and dragged from them like pulling teeth.

He’s not our father.

She’s sick.

There was something wrong with it and Mummy had to take it back.



Alva lives in and never has to change her roster from on to off. Josef also lives in although I don’t know where he sleeps. As caretaker he probably has some sort of detached accommodation on the grounds. I take the servant stairs up to Alva’s bedroom in the attic, the second-last step spongy and soft.

Remember that wet squeak, I tell myself. It means someone is on the way down.

It’s dark in the attic, and dirty. For a wealthy family they’re cheap when it comes to paying cleaners. I take a quick peek into Alva’s room and note the silver crucifix hanging over her bed. The bedroom next to hers is simply furnished and apparently unoccupied. Both rooms have little dormer windows and I know from my outdoor window counting that this pattern is repeated on the opposite side of the attic. Almost out of time, I hurry across the dusty emptiness towards those rooms, the fading daylight grey through the high clerestory window, but they are locked and none of my keys fit.

Who plays the harp? It must be somewhere. Like the baby, I think, here but not here.



Leaving the children with homework I creep along the hallway, past sconces shaped like hands holding torches casting uneven light that dims and flares, past the street-facing window opposite the stairwell.

I turn the handle of the first door and it opens. Through a long, narrow window, moonlight falls on bookcases and a pair of wingback chairs. The leather feels soft and dry. A cabinet holds a crystal decanter and cut-glass tumblers. I sniff the stopper. Whiskey. A man’s room.

The next room along is a bathroom with a large bathtub and twin gleaming mirrors over a marble-topped vanity, cold and smooth. There are drawers and cupboards which invite me in but I close the door behind me – enough now for one night.

I look along the hallway, which turns ninety degrees towards the back of the house. The first door in this wing will be the master bedroom, mirroring the opposite side of the house where the children have their living room.



Dressed for bed, they are hunched together on the couch waiting to tell me something.

I don’t like my room. Lily shivers. It always sounds like some-one’s walking around in it or just outside, the windows rattle. I’m always cold.

It’s an old house, I tell her, it’s only natural it shifts sometimes, that the wind gets in and rattles the windows. Only natural that it sometimes howls.

When I’m in there I can’t breathe, says Alex, like there’s no air, like I’m trapped. His lips are tinged blue and he’s shaking like a big soft jelly.

I squeeze between them, reach an arm around each body and bring them in close, the first time they’ve let me do this. They are pressing in like no-one has loved them for a long time. It’s my job to look after them but I have other plans.

You believe us, he sighs.

Lily removes my arm. She nods to Alex and says, He wants my room and I want his bed in the sea captain’s room, built in with walls around me. And the cupboard underneath if I need to hide.

I decide they can do this. I’ll leave a note for Mrs Prescott to explain.

No! Their reedy voices overlap. We’ll swap back before she comes in, no-one can know, only us.



I wake in the night in my basement studio. Cats are yowling and hissing. I push in earplugs and try to fall back asleep. My mind keeps returning to the big house where Lily is tucked into a nautical bunk and Alex lies in a gold and pink velvet-swagged room. Somewhere in that house an empty cradle rocks in the moonlight. Somewhere in this world my baby waits for me and I will find him.



Alva tells me and I tell the children, Your dad will be home tomorrow.

He’s not our dad.

Your mum will be home with the baby in a few days.

She won’t remember us.



This is my last chance to explore the empty east wing and learn how it works. Within this secretive house lies a chance for transformation, a chance to find the missing part of myself in a way that is real and not a dream. A chance to hold my baby again.

The children put themselves to bed. Their doors are closed.

Soft toys losing their stuffing are strewn around their living room. I rake the horrible things into a rubbish bag and toss it in the corner.

Everything is tidy and locked, the lights off as if I’ve left the house as usual. Crouched behind the door of the kitchen, I hunker down to wait.

Time passes. I am almost dreaming when I’m startled by the telltale squeak at the top of the servant stairs. Ten breaths in and ten breaths out, I force myself to wait.



The hands holding torches flicker as I crawl past the stairwell and then I hear it, over my head, Alva’s movement back and forth in the attic.

The master bedroom is unlocked. Three windows with curtains closed and the bulk of a big four-poster bed sensed rather than seen. I find the door on the far wall and feel for the knob which is cold and glassy.

The curtains of her dressing room are also closed and it feels safe to turn on the overhead light. A large wardrobe, dresser, cheval mirror and a padded silk chair complete the space. I sink into the chair. This is where you’d sit to put on stockings and shoes organise your handbag admire your fingernails your rings and bracelets.

Clothing in the closet is organised by colour. She seems to like burgundy and shades of pink. Magenta and mauve. The dresser holds silk lingerie and nightgowns, cashmere sweaters and cardigans with lovely gossamer textures.

Sliding my fingers through the layers of nightgowns I choose a yellow silky satin gown. I shed my rough clothing and reach into the nightgown, silk flows over my skin like water and my reflection in the mirror is taller and slimmer my hair darker my skin more luminous. In her jewellery armoire I find a strand of baroque pearls that hangs almost to my waist.

It’s just a game, I tell myself. Dress-ups looking for lost things being in a fairytale. Snooping.

I return to the hall, expecting the next room to be the baby’s room but it isn’t. It’s a small parlour with curtains open, not safe to turn on the overhead light. I shine my torch around and turn slowly to take the measure of it. Two wicker chairs with round backs and pale yellow and pink floral cushions are either side of the window. In the cabinet beneath a glass-fronted bookcase I discover flat boxes with fitted lids. I lift the first one to the floor. Inside is a leather-bound photo album and when I open it the smell of orris root rises.

Here’s an old sepia-tinted photo of the house. No houses or fences surround the front garden, instead there are fields and meadows, but it looks like the same house.

I take out a white leather box that holds their wedding album. The first page has a photo of the newlyweds posed in the doorway of a small bluestone church, a snowfall of confetti in the air. The bride wears a pastel blue gown embroidered with crystals and a crown of mauve and pale pink roses. Mr Carrick wears a charcoal suit with a white rose in his lapel.

A family shot next, Mrs Carrick senior, the thin old lady who first let me in, in a hunter-green tea-gown beside the groom and the two children in ghostly white next to their mother. Judging by the height of the children, this was two or three years ago.

I return the wedding album to the cabinet and take a moment to gather my strength. The room looks peaceful and still, like a movie set frozen in time.

Floating slightly above the floor I leave the parlour and cross the hall to face the last remaining door, which has to be the baby’s room. As my fingers grasp the doorknob, I hear the harp’s faint ripple confirming that this is the nursery, but the door is locked. None of my keys fit. I shake and twist the doorknob hard and a deep moan rises in my chest.

The floor above me creaks and I almost miss it. Alva’s door scrapes open.

Swiftly along the hall enter the bedroom ease the door closed and cross to the dressing room to grab my clothes. The servant stairs groan with Alva’s uneven tread. Pearls clicking I stumble forward with a racing heart. Keep going. She will look here I know it.

The house around me is breathing hard, its walls squeezing in and out like monstrous lungs. Tight in the corner of the Carricks’ bathroom, I make myself small.

A shaft of light from the bedroom cuts the darkness. If she opens this door the smell of my fear will give me away. I am choked with wanting to cry out, do anything to break the tension.

Finally she retreats.

Pressed against cold tiles I am trapped in the frosty exhalations of the window. Has Alva returned to her room or is she downstairs shaking Josef awake, informing him that an intruder is in the house?

Icy cold in my guts.

Back in my own clothes, with the pearls coiled in my left hand and nightgown draped across my shoulders, I return to Mrs Carrick’s dressing room. The pearls slink into their bed of velvet. I fold the nightgown and slide it back into place between the others. I leave the house dressed as a nanny and no-one stops me.



When I wake at dawn it all feels like a dream, like something I imagined in another life. But then I picture leaving the house without my torch and realise I must have dropped it in the hall or parlour because I needed both hands to try to force open the baby’s door. Nausea rolls over me, the old familiar sickness of despair. I need to sleep and recover. Instead I sweat and shiver hearing the baby cry only to go to his cradle time after time to find it empty. His tiny hand squeezes my heart but he is gone.



I dress in warm layers and eat toast. My lost torch lies where it doesn’t belong and I still have the keys which should have been returned. Alva will find the torch and put together the disturbance in the night the breathing darkness the strange unnatural nanny the whole weird stealthy vibe.

She will thwart me if I let her.

At the door I look to the steel grey sky where low clouds are ripe with rain, and trip on something squelchy. It’s a crow, on its back with claws tight, breast feathers stirring in the breeze. There on my doormat the thing almost looks alive, posed as if something has placed it there deliberately.



Old Mrs Carrick is on the porch with her hand out for the keys, planning to bar my entry.

So sorry about the keys, I tell her. I forgot to return them because we were all so upset. Poor Lily was hysterical and crying, dreaming her mother was being torn apart by wolves, blood and bones turning everything red. Everything soaked in arterial blood. Has Lily had a panic attack before?

She stands aside and I enter, arterial blood bright behind my eyes.

In the utility room there are new names on the board, Mrs Crowther and Vera. Mrs Prescott has been replaced and the name I use has been partly rubbed out.

The new housekeeper tells me Vera is the day nurse. To help with the baby. She starts tomorrow.

A scarlet split opens inside me.

I burst through the back door and into the garden. Before me the lawn is an emerald carpet, smooth and velvety. When I reach the tree line I turn to look back at the house. The air is wet and thick with mist. The house from here looks crooked, asymmetrical.

By the shed a red fox is tensed, paw lifted, bushy tail in a straight line. We wait with eyes locked until a crow explodes from the treetops, flapping away with a harsh caw. When I look back the fox is gone.



Alex is playing a game with shouting machine guns and explosions at ear-splitting volume. I start my routine tidying which is more like moving things around than making any difference to the overall dreariness.

No sign of Lily. The bag of Beanie Babies has been dragged to her den. The eagle is missing from the bedside drawer.

Shimmering with malice the old lady appears in the doorway. Where is Lily? Find her immediately.

I hunt around. Almost pulled into the sea captain’s room and a jittery feeling rises. The hallway stretches and contracts as I race along it. The master bedroom door is open. The parlour door is ajar and I take a quick peak. On the table a crystal bowl holds damask roses, loose leafed and intensely fragrant.

The nursery door is closed. I try the doorknob and it’s locked.

Footsteps approaching. Run.



Lily’s been missing for more than an hour. Is she in the attic?

I hate you, mutters Alex as something new blows up and voices scream and wail. I hate you.

In the sea captain’s room I kneel before the underbed cupboard. The little door is locked and its tiny key is missing. When I knock something shifts inside.

Seconds tick by.

The door opens and Lily’s bloodless face is lit from below. She shines my missing torch along a row of ratty toys – emu, fox, racoon, limp giraffe, a pink rabbit with red button eyes. The pitch-black space beyond the toys appears infinite.

She points the torch at me and smiles with sharp little teeth, enjoying her moment of power.



Back at my basement studio I kick the dead bird aside and lock myself in. But I can’t sleep because something is in the walls scratching next to my ear and then near the window then under the floor. It sounds like claws. I picture yellow talons stretched out my feet curving under growing hooks losing patience.



Alva answers the door and says nothing, she doesn’t trust me. When I reach the first floor I hear a baby breathing. On silent feet I move towards the baby’s room but the door is closed and someone else breathes with him. The parlour door is ajar, children’s voices within. I knock just as the old lady reaches me. Her claws dig into my arm but I twist away and enter the room, in spite of her.

Like a storybook tableau Alex and Lily sit at their mother’s feet, Alex the size of a bear, his sister a sharp-faced fox, both starving.

The woman has magnolia skin and blue shadows under her eyes. Her dark hair falls over her shoulder to one side. Dressed in a Hanging Rock gown she looks like the me I imagine but I would have larger breasts.

She tilts her head to one side. Do I know you?

I’m Sarah. Remember?

Sarah, she repeats. Sarah. The name rings a bell but I think not. It’s hard to remember. That place, those doctors – what they did to me.

You’re home now, says the old hawk who has followed me in, that’s all that matters. Her voice is utterly false and only a fool would believe it.

The baby makes a small cry and we all look towards the nursery.

Take the children back now, the old lady says. Lydia is tired and needs to rest.

No, says Lydia. You go. They can stay.

And I take this to mean me as well.

I move to sit beside her in the seat which was so recently mine. In another life we could be sisters, one drab and one immensely privileged. We are each other’s shadow self.

I ask, Would you like to look at some of the old photos?

She rubs her temple with eyes closed.

Two voices in the room across the hall, whispering now the baby’s finally asleep (although I know he isn’t). Their voices track towards the central staircase chatting about tea. The night nurse starts in an hour.

I give the children a pile of albums to take back to their rooms. Take the keys, eat whatever you want, I’ll be along soon.

After they’ve gone Lydia whispers, He’s not really my baby. They say that because they want the house, which is mine. That man. I don’t remember him, I don’t believe him.

I’m here now, I tell her. You can rest.

Do I know you?

You’ve always known me.

I don’t remember. That place, what they did to me.

You can sleep now. Everything will be fine.

Her dress rustles as she stands and moves towards her bedroom. When I hear the bed creak as she climbs in I step into the hall, open the door to the nursery and enter a room bathed in amber light. The sweet-voiced harp ripples within me.

In an antique cradle with long net veils lies a quiet alert baby. His skin has the lustre of pearls. His eyes meet mine, flick away and then return to hold my gaze as he smiles with dimpled cheeks.

I’m here now, darling boy.

I’ve been waiting so long but now I am here.

I lift the warm perfect weight of him to my chest. His wet lips meet my skin and we are cloaked in invisibility as we fly down the stairs and into the dusk.




In Disguise, Lying Low

It’s true I took the money and, even worse, I spent it.

A week after he dropped me off in the backblocks of Broadmeadows, Jimmy returned waving a big wad of cash. He said, ‘Find a place down the coast but inland, where you can lie low for a few months. Then you have to stay there. No-one can know where you are.’

‘No-one?’

‘You’ll just be missing, we’ll put out rumours. The main thing is no-one can know.’

I stood there nodding, eyes on the cash. He opened my hand, put the money in and folded my fingers around it. But he didn’t let go, he squeezed, and I wanted to say, Don’t squeeze the fucking money. You’ll wreck it. He was hurting my hand.

‘You got a week,’ he said. ‘Use this to find a safe place and buy supplies for at least two months. Don’t blow it.’

Jimmy was bit of a thug, but he could be charming too. We’d never actually been boyfriend/girlfriend, but we’d had some good times, sex included. Like I said, he could be charming, when he wasn’t being a thug.

We’d been working a sting where he found old rich guys who liked to rescue pretty girls down on their luck. But it was slow work and had taken us a whole year to get four guys to cough up to get their embarrassing recordings back. Basically peanuts as an investment of time and energy, according to Jimmy, although he wasn’t the one putting up with old guys on Viagra or crying tears of gratitude because they were so wonderful.

‘What’s all this about?’ I had the cash warm in my hand while his big paw lay on my shoulder, heavy enough to annoy me. It was all I could do not to bury my face in the money and rub it all over my body.

‘You’re better off not knowing,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back in a week, ten days, to get you on the road.’ He leant in for a smooch and rubbed my hand full of notes against his crotch. I suppose he was reminding me of some of the fun we’d had together.

When I opened the front door, he said, ‘Turn off the fucking porch light! You want everyone to know?’

I flicked it off and said, ‘Bye, Jimmy.’

I watched him through the blinds. He looked shifty as, checking both ways, ducking down and sliding into the car, driving off without headlights.

In the back bedroom, I closed the curtains. I even closed the door, as if someone was in the kitchen or watching TV with their feet up. I don’t know who this house belonged to, but it was terribly old-fashioned and smelled like old socks. Like old people had died in it. The boy who had lived in this room with its model planes and toy cars had probably also died of old age.

On the faded chenille bedspread, on the single bed in the corner, I fanned out the money, which included a block of new hundred-dollar bills plus a random collection of fifties and twenties. The other thing Jimmy had given me was a mobile phone he called a burner.

‘Don’t use it,’ he’d said, ‘until I tell you to.’

Don’t use it, I mimicked his boss voice as I counted the money: six thousand, one hundred and twenty dollars, and a couple of fives. Some of the used notes were a bit greasy and their crumpled shape felt like someone’s hoard from under the mattress.

I called my sister on the burner. ‘Guess what,’ I said. ‘I’m loaded.’

My sister’s name is Vanessa but I call her Nessie. And she calls me Wees, short for Louise. I’m a year older than Nessie, but I was never going to be ‘the responsible one’. I’m the black sheep and that suits me perfectly. I don’t have to call my parents, hold down a job or cross at the lights. I can take the money and spend it. I can do whatever I like.

Nessie said, ‘I’m on the next plane. Don’t start the party without me.’



Being mysterious made Jimmy feel important, but in the weeks leading up to it, he couldn’t resist dropping hints about hitting the big-time. He was working with the real deal now and if he blew it, that chance wouldn’t come again, for either of us. Whatever it was would be our ticket to the good life, but it was high stakes, and there could be bodies. Even his. Just talking about it made him horny, and that’s where I came in.

Jimmy said he was organising a car for me to disappear in, but for the time being I only had an old bike. My first purchase was a pair of Ray-Ban Wayfarers, the perfect disguise. Then I went to the supermarket and bought high-end everything – eye-fillet steak, smoked salmon, four flavours of premium ice-cream, Lindt chocolate, French cheeses and biscuits to go with them, free-range eggs and bacon, avocados, all sorts of dips, potato chips and nuts, including macadamias.

I was ferrying goods back and forth on my bike all day. I had endless cash and it felt fantastic. There was way too much booze to carry so I arranged for it to be delivered. At the video store, I got everything with Brad Pitt in it, a range of thrillers and classic B-grade movies, plus The Wicker Man for me and Children of the Corn for Nessie. The video guy asked if I was having a pyjama party and tried to invite himself, but I told him they were for my sick granny. She had stage 4 cancer and needed a lot of cheering up. He didn’t believe me, but what was he going to do about it?



I’d been bored shitless in the build-up to coming here, waiting for whatever was going to require me to lie low for a couple of months. The whole house smelled like mothballs. The fridge, now full of food and booze, was humming and shaking like it was going to go off.

Nessie could sleep in the boy’s bed. That made me smile. She could go all Children of the Corn if she didn’t like it. I swept the china knick-knacks off the mantelpiece; there must have been at least twenty, most of them broken now.

A car pulled up out the front, and there was Nessie making the taxi driver haul out her suitcase. I rushed to the bathroom, applied my signature red lipstick and ran to answer the doorbell.

‘Can you pay him,’ said Nessie, pushing past me to check out the house.

She took one look at the boy’s room and said, ‘No way.’ I showed her my room with the double bed and her nose crinkled.

‘Your hair looks fab,’ I said, as I served up crackers and caviar. ‘Did you perm the roots and not the ends?’

Nessie had gone full punk and she looked great in her torn tights, tartan mini and lace-up Docs. I was still in my vintage dress and stilettos phase. I liked the sharp pointy sound of those shoes, and never put them on without thinking of Jennifer Jason Leigh in her silver trench coat. Wearing something potentially lethal that also makes your legs look great made me smile every time.

Later that night, we dragged the double mattress into the lounge room. We had fifteen movies to watch, and they lasted three days. By then, we were down to blue cheese and mint slices. We showered and washed our hair, put on fresh clothing, emptied the rubbish bin and slung the bag out the back door where the spring grass was knee-high.

Nessie had a pink wig and she’d brought one for me too. After she admired my Ray-Bans I bought her a pair, and we wore our wigs and sunnies as we shopped for food and wine to last a few days. In Priceline we bought makeup, hair clippers and hair dye. Nessie wanted to give me a makeover, and I thought that might be a good idea since I was going to be lying low for a while.

‘It’s white and crinkly on your bad side,’ she said.

I didn’t know what she was talking about.

‘How about we buzzcut the normal side and funk up the other side. What colour would you like? Blue? That would suit you.’

‘Purple,’ I decided.

While my colour processed, we sat on the back steps getting some sun. Nessie’s hands on my scalp during the buzzcut and colouring had upset me. It reminded me that a railway track ran from over one ear down to my skull base, covered by long curly hair which Nessie said was white in that place, while the rest of it was strawberry blond.

Now it would be purple.

‘You can keep the wig,’ said Nessie. ‘That way you can easily change your look.’

I went to the bathroom and threw up. An anxious feeling had entered me, and it wasn’t until later that night after we’d watched A Streetcar Named Desire that I felt better. Nessie wanted to go to sleep then, but not me.

‘Let’s watch The Wicker Man again.’ I got up and started dancing.

Nessie said, ‘Will you please stop that. I need to go to sleep.’

‘You can always go sleep in the boy’s room.’

She groaned and put a pillow over her head, while I sat up all night with my purple hair, singing Prince songs, yelling Stell-aaa!! and feeling crazy as a bat.

I finally fell asleep and when I woke up, Nessie had her bag packed.

‘I’m going to see if I can bring my flight forward,’ she said.

‘Don’t go, Nessie,’ I whimpered in a baby voice. ‘I’ll be good, won’t I, Mummy?’

‘What am I going to do with you, Wees?’ She collapsed into the floral nanna armchair. ‘I can’t leave you like this.’

She gave me some Valium and said, ‘Try to sleep. I won’t go until you wake up.’

I don’t know if I was dreaming but I thought I heard her talking to someone on the phone, saying, ‘Maybe the dye got into her head,’ and then, ‘I don’t know. She’s supposed to be lying low.’

That’s right. I was supposed to be lying low. Jimmy would be back any day, hyped up and needing me to calm him down by telling him how great he was. Full of shit and probably dangerous.



When I woke, Nessie had heated up authentic clam chowder for dinner. I told her I was feeling better.

‘I spoke to the doctor you used to see,’ she said. ‘Remember Dr Sebastian?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t remember any of that.’ A piteous mewling came from the back door, and I got up to investigate.

‘I hope that’s not a child,’ said Nessie.

It was my occasional visitor, the little calico cat who appeared to be starving. She lapped up that clam chowder like a true-born sailor. Nessie loves cats. We both do. After she’d finished eating, the cat commenced to groom herself from head to toe.

‘Remember Socks?’

I did. Sort of. It was a bit of a blur, but I didn’t want to say that in case Nessie brought up the doctor again. The cat began purring and rolled onto her back, stretching luxuriously. Her tummy was big and round and she had eight pink nipples, swollen and clear of the fur around them.

Nessie and I exchanged glances. ‘Kittens,’ we said, both reaching in for a tummy rub.

I could feel those hard little bundles under the cat’s warm skin. ‘I’m going to call her Queenie,’ I decided, and Nessie nodded her approval.

After dinner, we threw the dishes away and settled in for our last big screen night in the living room of someone we’d never know or meet. The cat lay curled between us, purring softly, as we ripped open our Twisties and got started with The Wizard of Oz, the young-Judy-Garland-on-uppers version.

‘What’s going on with Jimmy?’ Nessie asked.

‘Something big.’ I laughed. ‘Stealing stuff stolen from people who stole it from other people.’

‘Like what?’

‘Diamonds, old paintings, you name it.’ I remembered then. ‘I’m sure Jimmy said shrunken heads. From the Amazon. Is that possible?’

‘Maybe. If it’s a museum.’

‘Nah, it’s someone’s private thing. A collector.’ I shrugged and changed the subject. ‘Were you talking to our parents?’

‘They’re dead,’ said Nessie. ‘So, no. I wasn’t.’

‘But you used the burner?’

‘Do you really not remember? All that time in hospital?’

‘Sometimes I wonder.’

‘You know about survivor guilt, right?’

‘I know about surviving if that’s what you mean.’



Nessie decided to stay with me and return on her original flight. She’d made a doctor’s appointment for me the following week – I promised to go – and as long as I didn’t act crazy – ‘I won’t’ – she was prepared to make the most of our time together, since we didn’t know what the future held for either of us.

But I knew, or at least I had an inkling.

‘Remind me,’ I asked her, ‘how long have you been here?’

‘Four nights, and two more counting tonight,’ she said. ‘Just one more full day, tomorrow.’ She fake-smiled. ‘Sorry to leave you like this, but I can’t get any more time off work.’

She never stayed long. We were each other’s only family, connected by the barest thread, but I didn’t need her anyway. I just wanted to see her sometimes.

Six nights. Jimmy had said he’d be back in a week, ten days. That meant a week. The extra days were to catch me out, so he could do whatever. But I was smarter than Jimmy because it would never occur to him that I could turn the tables if I had to. I just had to figure out a way to do it.



I woke with such a headache, especially when I saw how trashed the living room was and smelt cat piss. I covered my eyes and moaned.

‘Want coffee?’ said Nessie. ‘Let’s have some of that Turkish stuff in the little gizmo.’

The Turkish coffee hit the spot. It had so much caffeine and sugar in it that we were bouncing off the walls.

‘Let’s clean up,’ I said, taking charge. ‘Jimmy will be back tomorrow night and he’s going to have a few ideas about how things should be.’

‘Will you be okay?’

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know. I briefly considered escaping to Adelaide with Nessie, but I didn’t want Jimmy coming after her. He could be nasty when he was riled. He’d broken my finger once for laughing at him. And I didn’t want to leave the little cat to have babies on her own.

I just wanted to whirl around the house throwing things in bags and covering our tracks. Nessie helped. She packed her bags and I packed mine. She cleared the bathroom, and I scraped all the old stuff out of the fridge and tossed it into the backyard.

‘Do you want to take the videos back?’

‘Nah, I’m going to keep them. What’s left for tonight?’

‘There’s a couple of Brads left.’ Nessie flipped through the pile. ‘What about Elephant Walk? That bit at the end with all the screaming and trumpeting.’ She smiled to herself. ‘Are you going to be okay with it, though? It’s not going to set you off?’

‘It was you rubbing my head that set me off.’ I had a flash of inspiration: ‘Can you leave me the Valium?’

Her eyebrows went up, too cute with the row of silver sleepers. ‘I suppose so,’ she said. ‘As long as you see the doctor next week.’

Neither of us could sit still so once I’d pocketed the Valium, we restored the house to its mouldy time capsule, shut the cat in the bathroom, put on our wigs and headed for the stores.

In Kmart I bought black jeans, tees and sweaters, a jacket and runners. When Nessie suggested the Reject Shop, I was able to buy blonde and brown nylon wigs and a cheap schoolgirl costume from the dress-ups aisle, as well as a carrier for the cat. I popped a Valium then because it was all getting a bit much.

We ate Kraft macaroni cheese for dinner with a bottle of Sancerre. The rest of the booze I packed into a box, along with dried food and Kitty-paws for Queenie. After watching Thelma & Louise, Legends of the Fall and Troy, and eating a deluxe box of Cadbury Roses chocolates for old times’ sake, we slept like angels.

In the morning, Nessie left, and I was on my own again, bracing myself for Jimmy’s return. I imagined telling him I’d spent quite a bit of the money, and the thought of that made me throw up. The scar line on my head throbbed and I felt weird. Very weird.



Jimmy arrived late, sweaty and twitchy. I settled him down with a cold VB and a special hamburger I’d made him. He didn’t like the taste of it, so I splodged on more sauce, and he ate it all as I watched him take every bite.

‘What’s with the wig?’ He pushed his plate away and gave me a cold look. ‘So, you’re all packed?’ I nodded. ‘Where’s the place? And who else knows?’

Jimmy’s mood could turn on a dime.

‘Inland from Lavers Hill,’ I improvised. ‘Unmade road, no sign and no neighbours.’ I cleared his plate and smiled as if he was adorable.

‘Car’s got clean numberplates, all good.’ His mouth set in a hard line. ‘Whatever you do, don’t open the boot.’ He grabbed my wrist and twisted it. ‘Do not touch it! Your job is to lie low until I get there and not be a fucking smartarse.’

I pulled my arm free and ran to the bathroom to change into the schoolgirl costume. Then I hitched up the skirt and skipped past the kitchen with a bare bum, trusting the Valium would kick in before things got too serious.

He followed me into the boy’s room, shaking his head as if he had water in his ears. The cat was mewling to be let out of the cupboard, so I started singing ‘Here We Go Round the Mulberry Bush’ as I leaned back on the bed, flashing my fanny in time to the song. He crashed onto the bed, stuck his fingers into me and slobbered on my neck.

I wriggled away, to the end of the bed. ‘Just relax,’ I whispered as I unlaced his shoes and slowly eased them off.

‘Get on wivit,’ he slurred.

I peeled off his socks and crawled onto him to tackle his belt. He squeezed my breasts as I got the belt undone and lifted his hips so I could get his pants from under him. From the foot of the bed, I inched his pants down. He yawned so widely I thought his jaw would dislocate.

‘Wazzit?’ he mumbled. ‘Didju…?’ His voice trailed away. He heaved a deep sigh and started snoring.

With the laces from his shoes, I tied his hands and feet, and belted his hands as well. I covered him with a towel and put a glass of water on the bedside table for him. In the front room, I went through his pockets. There were two sets of keys, his wallet with different licences, credit cards in various names, and an envelope stuffed with money, at least two inches thick.

I took it all.

In my new black clothes and brown wig, I threw my suitcase on the back seat, carried out the boxes of booze, videos and cat food. At the door for a last check, I decided to take Jimmy’s pants, just to slow him down if he came after me.

With the cat in her carrier beside me and a full tank of petrol, I hit the road. I felt like Janet Leigh escaping with the money in Psycho, but I wouldn’t be stopping at any strange motels. I’d seen the movies and I knew what could happen.




The Wailey Willow

At first it was a game, but then it changed.

After school we walked home, girls on one side of the road and boys on the other. Becky was trying to catch up, yelling about The Innocents, how the two children were possessed by evil spirits and Flora was down by the lake singing a creepy song and dancing with a horrible man. When we walked under the willow tree, the tree’s long fingers dragged over our heads, trying to get a grip on our hair and we all felt the same fearful panic.

Rachel shrieked, ‘Oh, my god!’ as her hands flew to her chest.

Straight away, I said, ‘Let’s do that again.’

We practised, and a few days later we had rules. You had to approach the willow as if you didn’t know better, telling jokes, talking about teachers or other kids, and then, just as you entered its green arms, switch to the scariest thing from the movie you could think of. I didn’t let on that I hadn’t seen the movie (because of Mum), and I don’t think Rachel had either but that didn’t matter.

I was the one who said it had to be four words, otherwise you’d be out the other side before the right amount of fear hit you. Four words and scary. Those were the rules.

It wasn’t enough to go under the willow with your own freaky thoughts. Other kids saw us doing it and tried to copy but they had to pretend. They just barged into the tree and came out the other side screaming, nothing like the real thing. They didn’t know about the four words and, despite the way Becky went on and on about it, they didn’t know about The Innocents.

Becky said, ‘Look! He’s behind you!’

The willow’s fingers dragged through our hair, and our throats felt like someone was choking us. And then the sunlight. The relief. The tears.

‘The white dove’s neck was broken.’ Six words.

‘Miles and Flora were possessed.’ Five words. We still made mistakes, but we were getting better.

‘A black beetle crawled…’

‘From the Cupid’s mouth.’

That’s how we learned that two people can read each other’s minds. One person started (four words) and the other finished (four words) and doing this made us terribly nervous. If three people spoke it was a fail, and if no-one spoke it was an epic fail. If the first person said four words that weren’t scary enough and no-one chimed in, that was it. Game over. Our hearts were beating so fast you could hear them.

I changed the rules by saying, ‘Her heart split open,’ just as we started getting tangled in the branches. Rachel screamed and it made me warm all over.

‘That’s not in The Innocents,’ said Becky, once we were on the other side. ‘Or is it?’

‘It doesn’t have to be in The Innocents anymore,’ I said. ‘It just has to be really scary. And new.’

‘Like you can’t have planned it,’ said Rachel, right on board with me as usual. ‘It has to be frightened out of you.’

We never agreed in advance who would speak, and although the words were supposed to burst out of us, I spent a lot of nights practising four-word combinations. I fell asleep imagining Rachel beside me, as a ghostly hand holding a quill wrote sinister words in the air, including the word ‘sinister’.

‘Her eyes were jelly.’

‘Axe through her head.’

‘His tongue was split – forked like a snake.’

And so on.



Other kids wanted to know what our secret was. Some kids pretended the branches were strangling them and came out the other side thrashing about like a giant squid had them in its tentacles. And some of the branches got broken.

The willow grew in Mr Dingo’s front yard, but its branches wept over the high fence onto the path which was public property. He would stand in his yard yelling at us and make us walk around the tree. He reported us to Sister Ursula, and he guarded the tree with a meat cleaver or long knife hidden behind his back. He thought he knew when we were coming.

But this time we saw him first, walked around the block and hung back until he’d gone inside again. He didn’t understand that we loved the willow and would never hurt it. When he left, we crept into the tree and I whispered, ‘Mr Dingo drowns cats.’ We all screamed, then ran off laughing as his front gate crashed open behind us.

It was true. Once we found a hessian sack washed up at the side of the creek. It had lumpy things in it and it stank, with the sickly-sweet scent of decay. When I touched it with my foot, it felt like bony pulp. I turned to Rachel and said, ‘Mr Dingo did this.’ She must have told Becky because the next day it was all over the school.

Someone wrote in green paint on his high brick wall: Mr Dingo drowns cats.

He was hosing it off the wall when he saw us, and turned the hose on us, spraying our faces with cold water. We were so shocked, we split off in the three directions of our houses without talking about it. The next day, we walked the long way round and agreed to pass under the willow coming from the other direction. Backwards, like the sign of Satan.

We had started out calling our tree the weeping willow until Becky remembered that in The Innocents, the tree was called the Wailey Willow. It didn’t weep, it wailed. For all the children lost, stolen and murdered. It wailed for the Beaumont children who would never be found. And it wailed for us.

‘Someone will murder us,’ I whispered. Rachel screamed before we were out of the branches.

‘What’s that? What is it?’ she howled. ‘I stood on something horrible.’

‘That’s five words plus five more,’ I said. ‘And I already said four.’

Her face was white. ‘In there.’ She pointed a trembling finger into the tree.

‘I’m not looking,’ said Becky. She put her arm around Rachel, and Rachel sobbed into her shoulder. I wanted to kill them both.

I was already frightened but I peeled open the branches and went into the tree. On the fence side of the footpath was a plastic bag, wet and sodden with blood and fur. Dinted in the middle where Rachel had stepped on it because we’d been walking three abreast.

I backed away, vomit rising in my gullet.

Becky and Rachel had moved further along, both watching my face and wanting answers.

‘Dead cat,’ I croaked. ‘Or maybe a rabbit.’

‘Drowned?’

I nodded. It was dead alright, whatever it was, however it met its gruesome end. Becky was crying and I felt so upset. It wasn’t a game anymore.

Mr Dingo burst from the gate, red-faced and yelling, shaking a fist and rushing towards us. We ran and didn’t stop running until we came to the three-way corner.

Rachel ran off down her street, still crying.

Becky and I looked at each other.

‘Something wicked this way comes,’ I said in a scratchy voice. My normal voice had been shocked out of me.

Becky gasped and ran off.



The next day it was all over school. Mr Dingo drowns cats. Mr Dingo’s got a samurai sword. Mr Dingo called the police and they came to photograph the thing in the bag. The thing in the bag was a human arm. A child’s head. The police arrested Mr Dingo.

Everyone was crying at lunchtime. It was like a competition to see who could cry the hardest. Becky had never been so popular, being on the scene at the time. Even though she hadn’t seen the bag of bloody meat and fur, she had no trouble describing it.

Sister Ursula called a special assembly. Everyone had to stop crying. None of us were permitted to ever again walk under Mr Dingo’s willow tree, to write offensive messages on his wall, or to bother him in any way. The priest would be taking confession after school, and everyone in Grade Six was expected to go. She hoped this would be the end of it, and she seemed to be staring at me when she said this. One of her eyes was slightly turned so it was hard to be sure.

Confession made us late, and we were so busy talking that we didn’t notice we’d automatically turned down the street where our willow tree grew. The street looked different, the familiar patterns of light and shade strangely altered.

Wailey’s branches had been sawn off at head height. Broken leaves lay scattered on the ground. As if we hadn’t cried and sobbed enough that day, we cried some more, until the gate rattled and Mr Dingo’s voice yelled, ‘You kids!’ as he thundered towards us.



In bed that night, I could hear the willow wailing for me. Crying for its severed arms. Crying because it couldn’t hold us anymore. I thought about Rachel who was starting at the local high school next year – with Becky – while Mum was making me go to the Catholic girls’ school and catch a train every day. She said I’d make new friends, but I didn’t want new friends. I didn’t want any part of it.

I dressed in the dark, clothes over pyjamas, and crept barefoot out of the house. As I ran through the streets, the night felt eerie and haunted, as if anything could happen. The space between streetlights was dark and invisible, and my heart pounded with a mixture of fear and excitement.

The broken willow smelled of sap, her silky leaves rustled, and tears ran down my face as I wept for our terrible fates.



In the morning, we met on the corner and walked to school, keeping to the other side of the street as we’d been told to. Mr Dingo was out the front of his place, waving his arms and yelling. Where once the willow had wept, someone had drawn blood red tears dripping from the top of the fence to the ground. Mr Dingo had been scrubbing at them, causing the colour to run and making the whole thing even more horrific.

A gang of kids gathered opposite the crime scene, and we stayed there murmuring and whispering until it was five to nine and we all had to run. These were our last weeks of Grade Six. After the summer holidays, we would go in different directions and younger kids would never know the truth about Mr Dingo.

To avoid the sadness of our sawn-off tree, we walked home past the library and Becky did her best to scare us with more things she remembered from The Innocents. In one scene, not the scariest but pretty weird, very disturbing, Becky said – I was furious that she could come out with a word like ‘disturbing’ as if she knew what it meant – Miles was in bed in his cute pyjamas, all sweet and baby-faced like a little angel, when he asked the governess for a goodnight kiss. When she leaned in, he grabbed hold of her head and pashed her while her eyes got wider and wider. Then he laughed.

‘He was sexual,’ said Rachel.

Becky nodded with her lips sealed, as if she couldn’t possibly say another word. I’d never heard Rachel say the word ‘sexual’ before. That was the most disturbing thing of all.



A few nights later, I rose with my heart aching for all the fear, love and magic we had lost. Again I ran through the streets, the sky black as ink with no moon. I stood under Wailey’s lost arms with my eyes closed, begging the tree’s soul to commune with me. But nothing came.

I crept to Mr Dingo’s gate, undid the latch and eased it open, careful to hold the gate from the top so it didn’t drag. Then I stepped inside, onto his property.

A few houses away, a dog started barking.

In his front yard, I crouched on the dewy grass, getting colder and colder, praying but not moving until I sensed the sky beginning to lighten.

I rushed to the tree, put my arms around it and pressed my face into the trunk. From its normal side, the long branches wept down, brushing my skin and trembling with me. I pressed my lips to the trunk, and the tree whispered, He has killed me. But. I will help you.

The tree’s fingers quivered along my back and I felt a golden-green radiance enter me. Two things became clear. Mr Dingo would pay for what he’d done. And Mum would regret sending me to the Catholic school because I would behave so badly, I’d be expelled by the end of the year, if not before, whatever it took.

As the sun began to rise, I left the gate open as a warning.



Our cat, Missy, was black with white socks. I loved her green eyes and sometimes pretended she was magic. She was a good mouser, and a few days before the end of school, she dropped a dead mouse on the mat at my feet. I was about to yell for Mum to get rid of it when I had a better idea.

Later that night, I carried the crusty little body in a hankie and delivered it to Mr Dingo’s letterbox. The next night, I was about to slip out the back door with a huntsman spider in a jar in my pocket – I’d trained myself not to be afraid of spiders – when Mum loomed up behind me in her purple dressing gown and said, ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

I pretended I was sleepwalking, but she pursed her lips as if she didn’t believe me. Back in bed, I could hear her listening for any sound of movement. We tried to wait each other out but it was no good. She was onto me and that was that. I would have to come up with a new plan.

As we walked to school in the morning, I mentioned to Becky that someone had been throwing dead animals over Mr Dingo’s fence. She asked me what kind of dead animals. I said I didn’t know but they could have been rats or blue-tongue lizards. The kind of dead things you’d find around the place. Sparrows and pigeons.

She asked if they had to be drowned in sacks.

‘No!’ I told her, in a horrified voice. ‘That’s wicked.’ Only dead by natural means was allowed.

By the end of the day, everyone in the whole school knew that kids were throwing dead animals over Mr Dingo’s fence. A few days later, there was a police car out the front of his house. Someone had written Mr Dingo on the wall with shaky letters dripping like vampire teeth. Someone else reported an ambulance in the driveway with the back doors open. Mr Dingo’s old boots were poking out from under a blanket, but no-one was in a hurry to take him anywhere.

On the last day of school, we walked home past the willow and saw bright green shoots sprouting from her limbs. We cheered and clapped, and no-one rushed out to tell us to get lost. Wailey was returning with all her special magic, ready to wail for a new lot of kids. And some of her powers had entered me, reminding me that if someone tried to make me feel small, I could make them regret it.



A couple of things happened over the summer holidays. Rachel got her first period. And Becky grew big breasts. I called her 42D in her new bra, but she just smiled because now she had a boyfriend, even though she was too young for boys.

All the parents were talking about Mr Dingo and the kids who’d flung things over his fence, the boys all pointing fingers at other boys. Rachel’s mum had second thoughts about high school with all those badly behaved boys, and she decided to send Rachel to the Catholic college instead.

When the new school year began, I met Rachel at a different corner on the way to the station, both of us in new uniforms with embarrassing felt bowler hats. We crossed the highway, caught the train, and the next stage of our lives began.



The new owners cut down the tree because willows guzzle water and have invasive roots that get into your plumbing. A neighbour told Mum they almost decided against the house because of that tree, but Mr Dingo’s family were keen to sell. They dropped the price, and in an already cheap neighbourhood the place was a bargain.

A few weeks into second term, I started getting migraines which knocked me out for days at a time. Two other girls made friends with Rachel and they didn’t want me in their group. When I tried to join in, one of the hangers-on said straight to my face, ‘I hate freckles.’

Rachel told her new friends about the Wailey Willow craze, which made them laugh. She called it a silly kids’ game. But then she’d been home in bed with her teddies while I was out in that moonless night, my face pressed to the tree’s rough trunk, dogs howling, ghostly voices whispering, my blood running cold in an ecstasy of fear.

I’ll never forget that feeling.

When my head hurt, I pictured Wailey’s bright green leaves and it seemed to help. Only six months had passed but it felt like a long time ago. Mr Dingo was dead. Wailey had been gouged right out of the ground so not even a little piece of broken root remained. Rachel and I weren’t friends the way we used to be, more like passing acquaintances.

One day, I almost missed the train to school and just managed to get the door open and fall in before it started moving. Rachel was sitting in the opposite corner with an empty seat next to her. Our eyes met. I couldn’t walk past her, but I couldn’t sit next to her either. I sat across from her and silently dared her to say something.

‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Hi.’

We didn’t really know where to go after that, but out of my mouth came words I hadn’t expected. ‘Do you ever think about Mr Dingo?’

She looked away. A moment later she said, ‘Have you seen Carrie?’

‘Have you?’

She patted her pockets and brought out a stick of cherry lip balm. I watched her running it back and forth over her lips until they were shiny.

My own lips felt dry, and my throat too.

‘It’s on at the fleahouse this weekend,’ she said. ‘Wanna go?’




Don’t Blink

I wear pencil skirts and cute little knits. I’m also that greasy-haired psycho creeping in the shadows waiting to steal your baby. Don’t blink. Because I’m real and I’m waiting for the fault line in your vision.

When my neighbour gets pregnant, almost by mistake, I hold my demons close. She knows I’ve been trying for more than a year.

‘Well, what can you do?’ she says. ‘It was bound to happen sometime.’

‘Tell me about it.’ I’m all ears. Tell me all about your nausea, your constipation, the incredible bone-deep weariness that, with luck, will last forever, or at least long enough for me to reach into your pram. Or into the cot, while you are sleeping.



Bigger and bigger the neighbour grows while I grow a jealous beast in my belly, also bigger and bigger. Over cups of Earl Grey tea, we chat about preparing for a baby, buying all the things a baby needs, and whether the baby is a boy or girl. She says she doesn’t know but I think she does.

The baby’s room has a chest of drawers and a comfortable armchair for feeding. It’s all very casual. Ensconced in the armchair, she quotes from Spiritual Midwifery which is her bible. Ever helpful, I tuck little piles of clothing into their separate drawers while my fingers slide over their edges seeking something that isn’t there. The smell of Lux Flakes rises through my nostrils and fills me with tenderness, supplanted by rage.



I buy a nightlight that gently turns a shadow play of moon and stars. I buy a miniature carousel that plays ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’. I buy a set of Gumnut Babies prints and go back for the soft toys.

Then I stumble because I’ve forgotten. I’m not pregnant.



The neighbour’s lease runs out and they have to move.

‘Oh,’ she says. ‘You’ll miss the baby.’

Not really.

Two men in overalls load furniture, lamps, crates, an Ikea flat-pack cot, the chest of drawers and armchair into the back of a van. Goodbye I wave as the family car follows the van down the street, indicates and disappears.



Doctors, doctors, charts, charts, needles, needles. Next time, maybe.



I’m a woman in my prime. But not really. I am as old as the dawn of time. I am my own worst nightmare.



A voice on the phone gushes, ‘You’re pregnant!’

Every night I dream about the baby, and every morning I wake bereft. I split into two: one self is pregnant, and the other is not. In my public life I am pregnant, my jealous beast growing and growing, pushing out my belly while strangers touch me, and men open doors.



I see babies and they smile at me. They know who I am, that I’m not who I pretend to be.



Eighteen weeks pregnant and I buy a big beige maternity bra. Everything is tight, especially the barbed wire round my head. Everyone wants a long needle to pierce the baby’s bubble and suction fluid for testing. There’s a slight risk of miscarriage but, if you don’t do it, how will others know if you’re hiding the wrong kind of baby?

My husband tells me, ‘You decide.’

I decide the cat is dangerous. She has toxic cat parasites and will slink into the cot and sleep on the baby’s face. The cat decides I’m dangerous, and she’s right.

I let the needle into me. A week later, the wrong kind of baby slips into the world in a gush of polluted water. His head is large and his limbs puny, but he is beautiful beyond words. All the love I’ve ever known pours out of me and into him. He takes a single breath, opens delicate eyes and calls me Mother.



All a dream.



Strangers feel free to say anything they like. ‘Eating for two, eh?’

‘What do you want, girl or boy?’

There is only one answer – don’t get it wrong – ‘I don’t mind as long as it’s healthy.’

I don’t mind as long as it’s real. I don’t mind as long as it stays.

A stern voice warns: the baby is a trick because a different part of me can no longer cope with the anguish of wanting.



Bigger and bigger I grow.

At a thirty-two-week ultrasound, the radiologist wonders why we are doing this unnecessary thing. He can’t imagine being me.

In the amniotic sea, the baby’s hair flows back and forth like seagrass when the tide is full. The baby lifts a hand to its mouth. And I flow back and forth, under water, under the kelp where I belong, in the liquid dreaming where unborn babies turn in the tide.



The baby decides to be born.

A jolting ride over potholes, contractions four minutes apart. At the hospital, I am processed and soon I am pacing a small room, panting away, restless and dissatisfied. Not liking the nurses. Not liking my options. Not trusting my body.

A stern voice warns: I hope you’re not going to scream and make a fuss.

I am grimly silent because this is what I’ve always wanted.



Hard labour goes on and on and on. I pass out for microseconds, startled over and over by the implacable hardening and straining of the body I am in.

A sleek racehorse closes in and gallops by in a thunder of hooves. The stopwatch tells me her timing is fantastic, almost unbelievable. I am jumping with delight.

‘Oh, she is wonderful, wonderful,’ I say to Mi (played by Mickey Rooney).

The nurse’s face looms in.

‘Sorry,’ I croak. ‘I thought I was at the races.’

‘Best leave the gas for the next few,’ she says.

‘It’s a girl,’ I tell my husband, before I get back to not screaming or using the gas.



I am nine centimetres dilated for four hours, snarling at anyone who tries to approach. An expert is summoned to administer an epidural so the birth can proceed without the gatekeeper. My back is exposed, the needle goes in, and the expert jumps back as a geyser of blood sprays over him.



The baby is impossibly stuck. I am wheeled into a cold room, numb from the waist down, and stricken from the waist up. A surgeon who wants to be home in time for dinner steps in and gets busy. Others crowd around, someone speaks to someone else. When I look up to see my face reflected in the chrome, I am white-faced, a patient etherised upon a table.



I am no-one.



The surgeon opens me, pushes my guts aside, cuts through and eases the baby backwards out of the birth canal.

‘It’s a girl!’

Everyone is pleased.

Laid on my chest she is a swaddled bundle with a full head of dark hair and searching dark eyes. Her little hands open and close as if attempting to grapple. I try to raise my head, but I can’t. Then she is gone, and I am wheeled into the recovery room where I can’t stop shaking.



Days pass, nights too.

The baby’s skin is light red, a healthy sign. She is warm in my arms, waiting for something. I touch her face and she turns towards my hand. My fingertip follows the silk of her hairline around her ear to her neck. From the centre again, along and down the other side. I trace the pattern of whorls that is her hair growing with the whirling energy of stars. Her fingernails are shell-pink, the palms of her tiny hands ruddy, her delicate thumb articulate.

I feel the hope in her.

As my eyes roam over her small separate person, she stares back, alive and breathing on her own. I know I will fail her, but she will live all the same. Like a mother, I practise changing her and dressing her in a little nightie. I place her on the bed and kneel before her. She is quiet and alert. I stroke the downy skin of her legs and press my lips to the pearls which are her toes.

I kiss and kiss her tender feet. I can’t stop kissing her feet and it’s terrifying.



My wound weeps. The nurse peels back the bandage to inspect it and says, ‘That’s no good.’ My cervix bulges when I piss.

My body is slow to heal so I cut it off at the head.



At home, the baby sleeps beside me, in a crib so I don’t smother her. All night I listen for her breathing. My hands creep through the bars to make sure she isn’t cold or dead. The baby’s father says, ‘Enough,’ and the crib goes into her room, twenty paces from where I sleep.

In the room where the baby’s clothes live, all neatly folded, I lean once more over her crib. She’s awake and quietly sucking her thumb in the moonlight until she’s startled by the sight of me.

‘Sorry,’ I cry. ‘So sorry,’ I weep as I prowl the house, checking that doors and windows are properly locked.

How can I sleep when I know there are others like me?



Dutifully I take the baby to the old trout at the Infant Health Centre.

Vaccinations are on Thursday in the church hall. These are a must. The nurse has brandy on her breath and really doesn’t want any problems, okay?

I take the baby to be vaccinated. The baby and I progress in the queue as one infant after another gets jabbed and howls with pain. The room is filled with calamitous crying. Every voice is unique but all of them are hurt and betrayed. The baby buries her face in my shoulder, little hands clutching.

What is happening? she wants to know. Why are you squeezing me? Who is screaming? Why?



On and on the baby cries. The pain is unforgivable.

You’re not my real mother, she howls. What have you done with my real mother?

She refuses to feed. Pain fills her world, and there is nothing I can do to make it go away. I push a wailing pram along miles of busy road, cars hurtling by until I’m dizzy and unbalanced.

As long as the baby cries, I keep going, telling myself that it won’t be for much longer.



In another suburb, a different infant welfare nurse cuddles and soothes the baby.

‘What have you given her?’ she asks.

‘Nothing. Nothing, I swear it.’

A tolerant smile. ‘What pain relief have you tried so far? Baby Panadol?’

I am dumbfounded. I didn’t know.

The nurse squirts Panadol into the baby’s trusting mouth, and soon the baby settles, quiet for the first time in days.

I hold her warm against my chest, breathing deep her heavenly fragrance.

‘And how’s mum going?’

I am grimly silent.

She clarifies: ‘In yourself.’

Her eyes search mine. ‘How are you in your head?’

‘Fine,’ I say. Can they take her from me if I’m not?

Will I lose her if I blink?




The Merri Creek

As we learned to read and write, Bert cut through our lives, ever present at school, standing beside the priest after mass. He chatted to our parents while we skittered away, learning how to lie, how to hide and, for some of us, how to die.

We sang at the dead boy’s funeral with his murderer by the door keeping watch.



In a haunted dream, I’m out with a torch, down another dark street. The light is weak and I’m starting to tense up. A rank smell rises. I’m looking for McBryde Street, for that place behind the shops, but wherever I go I smell the creek. I think it’s the creek.

The dead boy is slightly ahead of me, his father’s voice calling him in the background. Maybe this time I can save him. At school, he tells his mates he wants to be a mechanic but, in his heart, he dreams of racing for Holden once he learns to drive. When Bert pulls up in a flashy new Holden, engine throbbing, he gets in.

Now there’s no way back.

Jerking the torch from one side to the other, the dead boy continues to search, shining feeble light through straggly gums and liquorice bush. Up a tree where a pair of orange eyes stare back.

When it rains, the creek floods, leaking across the plain. This is a swampy place.

Ankle-deep in stinking mud, the boy and I plough on. He can’t see me, but I can see him. This way? I don’t think so.



A long way from McBryde Street now, and the boy is face down in the mud. He’s not going anywhere.

We’re north of Barry Road, near the old Courage Brewery where the creek runs deep and the scarp forms a cliff on the far side. In the summer heat, a bearded dragon sits on a round grey boulder, casting a too-big shadow. Its ragged mouth is open and its belly puffs as it breathes, in and out, in and out.

With amber eyes raking the ground, a black-shouldered kite passes over us, yellow claws extended. Tiny lizards scuttle into crevices and the dragon vanishes.

Here are shell middens. I poke a stick into them, jabbing away at their layers. Mussel shells break loose and fall in a shower of sand. Cirrus clouds feather across the sky, reflected in the stream as water catches on the rocks, so many rocks, so many shades of ochre, slate and sand. A hum in the air and the wind kicks up, cold on the skin.

Up from the vertical creases a string of blue-banded bees rise into the air, wearing goggles, flying with precision.

The air is alive with bird call, and I am lulled once again into the stream of time.



Sunlight on my eyelids, young voices yelling and cheering. A heavy splash and whoops of laughter.

‘Your turn, your turn.’ Shrieks and scuffling. ‘Go on, ya sissie!’

My brothers shake their skinny bodies, droplets flying. ‘Again, again,’ they yell.

A child’s body plunges, time slows, and he pops back up, arms flailing and triumphant.

‘Your turn!’

A massive bomb and the creek explodes.

The Tarzan rope swings wildly, and they relax. Each boy has taken a turn to prove his worth and earn the respect of his mates.

‘A snake!’ They rush barefoot into the scrub towards it. ‘A red-bellied black snake!’

Half an hour from home and they have found their Garden of Eden.



In the gloaming, rough paddocks stretch on into infinity. Here’s an old worker’s cottage, the roof caved in. Rats and spiders. Sometimes a wisp of smoke twirls from the derelict chimney, sometimes spite and jeering echo in the empty air. A spectator sport plays out on the half-rotted mattress within.

A car speeds past and a VB can is hurled from the window, splashing sour at my feet. Scornful laughter, a raiding party gloating over its spoils. Through the rear window, a white face stares back at me, tears glinting. For a moment, I think she sees me.

I raise a hand to her, but she is gone in a cloud of dust and contempt. It could be me in the back of that car.

Now that I’ve seen her, other girls come forward, moaning as they shift through time with hands over their eyes. Too many of them, still ghosting around, while others have turned into spindly wattles and she-oaks.

With an unsteady torch, I hobble past dry-stone walls, piles of broken bricks and rubble, and old abandoned buildings. Concrete footings remain but not much else. Once there were farms, I suppose, but now those sagging sheds are just plain creepy.



My own wailing voice is driving me mad. A memory bred in my veins sends me into the creek, flowing downstream to the old bluestone quarry near the basketball courts, where under-age girls have sex in cars, whether they want to or not.

My veins join where the three creeks join, and my sisters sing, Don’t go where it’s easy. Go right. Don’t go to the creek, don’t go to the creek, but if you must, turn right.

Alas, when I come to the fork, I’m spineless and dead in the water, swept under the Murray Road bridge and beyond. A hand reaches in for a fistful of hair and I’m dragged by the roots towards Bell Street. An old tyre wedged in a rotting chair catches me in its arms and I burrow into the crumbling levee to hide.



Dusk again. On the breeze the stinging sweat of a predator. This is not my place or time and, though I’m joined by a host of moaning others, all we can do is cover our eyes.

A woman approaches, jogging along the path. He leaps out to seize her from behind, dragging her off-balance, wrenching an arm before hurling her down to the water’s edge. As she scrambles to get up, he blunders down in heavy boots to kick her onto her back.

We cover our eyes.



I wake in the lime-green rushes, soggy and damp. Tiny yellow butterflies cling to the male flowers, shivering in the air. Wound through my fingers is the bright blue thread that will lead me home to the source of all sorrows, and it will take years.

Morning light sparkles in a landscaped park with English trees, their leaves turning orange, scarlet and bronze, and English flowers: red poppies for death, white daisies for innocence, and forget-me-nots which speak for themselves. I wander through garden beds, plucking them roughly, making bouquets, one for each hand.

At Coburg Lake in the late 1960s, kids run wild while their mothers swim in floral elastic swimsuits with matching caps. The kids play hide-and-seek, running off to start a different game as the youngest one keeps counting, chubby hands over her eyes. Babies lie on tartan blankets, left to their own devices as is the custom.

The bluestone mass of Pentridge Prison looms with its medieval watchtowers at each corner and rolled barbed wire extending its walls. Next to the prison is the Catholic church where the last man hanged made his last confession and begged the priest to help him.



Puffs of cloud move over the sun, casting light and shade hypnotic. The creek winds and loops back on itself, following basalt furrows that lie over sandstone from a time that once was sea. A steep embankment becomes reeds and weeds, a home for frogs and their trembling, bubbling spawn.

The sky is azure blue as I float on my back with long hair drifting and open my hands to release the flowers. In a gold embroidered gown, I am imbued with meaning. Soon my lovely face will sink below the surface but for now I am fabulous.

Tussock grass and liquorice bush slow my progress, tangling overhead to blur the sky. The creek is low and mucky. When my gown snags on a blackberry bush, I cut my fingers trying to tear my way out of it. My blood as it drips is bluish-green.

Voices: young girls at their swaggering best. One of them chants ‘The Lady of Shalott’. Several others discuss frangers – you know, frangers? – and whether you stretch them on like pantyhose. Collective sniggering at this comic mime. Only one of them knows what a penis feels like, and she isn’t telling.

The old nun with crippled toes has plenty to say about brazen girls, stupid girls, and girls who can’t explain to the rest of the class why ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’ is hilarious. That girl will end up in the sedge herself.

No accident then, that I’m becalmed in the Merlynston Creek beside Mercy College. I can hear that girl, but she can’t hear me and why would she listen anyway? Her world is one big echo chamber of cautionary tales for girls.

I lose the dress. I lose my breathless beauty.

Daylight fades as I follow an oily bronze slick that slides through the water, foaming pale brown at the edges, until I reach the confluence where the creek runs wide and shallow, past a drain that turns the water milky, past the willow tree, and here again is the bright blue thread of the Merri.



Late afternoon and I’m back near the Barry Road gorge. This place, this place, I’m so stuck on this place.

Children’s voices: two boys about seven and a younger girl who shouldn’t be here. The boys are scaring each other and loving it.

‘This is where they found him, right here.’ He looks around for evidence, finger bones perhaps.

‘Over there, in that green bit.’ The other boy points. ‘You can tell because it’s greener.’

The copper-haired girl wears a blue school dress, white ankle socks and sandals. She wants to go home, not hear about the dead boy’s purple tongue and bare bum.

The boys start digging with sticks, hacking energetically into the earth, letting off steam. Beloved brothers, they will die before their time a long way from home, just four weeks apart.

The little girl wanders towards smooth boulders, the towering wall of cracked granite blocks like giants’ toys. Long shadows now, the silver-green gums whispering. The sound of rippling water draws her towards the creek, and she takes a few steps closer. Her foot dislodges a rock and fragments bounce, a tiny avalanche. She is both huge and minuscule.

Only boys can go to the creek but here she is, staring down at the fast-flowing water with a mind full of corpses, purple and green, her skin first hot then cold.

‘It’s not your time,’ I tell her, and she turns to look through me.

My sister is five years old.



In Jukes Road, just down from the high school, the Merri meanders and twists, dropping into waterfalls and tiny rapids. A gentle bank with kangaroo grass and small shady gum trees leads down to the water. On the other side, the basalt escarpment with its horizontal layers and vertical crevices curves like a castle wall. A long stone shelter is water-carved into its base.

The sound of water rippling, tiny galaxias darting beneath the surface. I reach into the crystal stream and see a pale hand disembodied.

Leaves crackle underfoot. Someone behind me.

‘We shouldn’t.’ A girl laughs. ‘We’ll get in trouble.’ She has soft curly hair and saves her babysitting money to go to a special hairdresser.

‘It’s okay,’ he says, his hand a firm grip on her elbow. ‘We’ll be back before the bell goes.’

She looks around. No-one. She tries to pull back her arm.

‘What’s wrong?’ he says, all charming. ‘It’s not like you haven’t done it before.’

That’s when she sees the other boys, also along for the ride.



Almost midnight and I’m out again with my Maglite torch, past the Lynch Road shops where the bad boys hang, down the alley behind the shops where no-one should go, ever. There’s a girl on the ground, ashamed to be there.

I spin around and slam into the dead boy. He drops his torch, watches it roll away, and his shoulders slump.

‘You’re looking in the wrong place,’ I tell him, but he knows that.



Three kids head north with bucket and strainer, excitement thrumming. Hunters and collectors, they have string and lumps of old chop fat. When the Merri runs low, it forms waterholes where amazing creatures breed, and they are yours for the taking.

Muddy brown yabbies with light blue claws yank the meat on the string. Slowly, slowly he reels it in (with sometimes a second attached to the tail), and his brother’s hand plunges into the water to scoop them up in the strainer.

In the old metal bucket, yabbies clatter, claws clacking, scuttling over each other in crustaceous pandemonium. Each boy takes his turn at catching, scooping and being the expert. They are all better than each other. The sun burns down on their milky white skin but here in the Merri, they are masters, not prey.

When the sun makes long shadows, they tip the yabbies back in, some still clacking and others not so much. This is the gift that keeps on giving.

Sun-warmed blackberries, juicy and ripe, as many as you want. Lips and fingers stained purple, heart sated, and home.



So, Bert goes cruising in the idle hours after school and before dinner. The boys he gets his hands on are too ashamed to tell but they will kill themselves sooner or later. He helps the priest and is a father figure to boys without fathers. That’s what he tells the widows who offer up their sons for a night in Bert’s bungalow at the back of the presbytery.

Bert looks after the altar boys. You bet he does.



The dead boy’s father hammers on the presbytery door, howling, ‘What did you do to my son?’

Shame he’s a crazy wog.

The boy’s best friend hangs himself a few weeks later. We don’t understand, and it puts the fear of God into us.



I take the boy’s hand and we watch Bert pull up in his shiny new Holden.

‘Come for a spin?’ Bert pushes open the passenger door. ‘You can drive if you want. Once we get off the road.’

Bert will teach you how to drive. You can take the wheel yourself, sitting on Bert’s lap. It’s pretty weird but the car’s nice, a new Holden. You don’t see many of those in Fawkner. You don’t want to offend Bert, he’s practically a priest. All the parents love him.

You’d rather go home, but…

‘A quick spin,’ says Bert, and in you get.



I’m colder than I’ve ever been, and the Merri comes to me like an old-school slide show. Click slide through scrubland, faded brown and jaundiced, drains pouring petrol-blue chemicals into the flow, rusted car bodies half-submerged, wetlands grown over with weeds and bramble, skink hollows buried in building waste. Men in hard hats and Yakka shorts check clipboards and point while liquid cement spills over the edge of an unstable bank.

A flash of light, then brilliant sky, crystal-clear water and bright green frogs as big as a child’s hand. The frogs hop across to a boulder mid-creek, where I can’t reach them, so they think. They look back at me with heavy-lidded eyes, with green skin luminous, bronze bubbles dotted down their bodies, long fawn toes splayed on the boulders. I wade in to catch one, and when they leap the undersides of their back legs are iridescent purple.

Flashes of purple ripple through the water, leaving me as still as a fossil.



Upstream I wade over smooth flat rocks, bluish grey, silver bronze, Venetian red, with bare feet icy cold. As I’m pulled towards the bad lands, rage flattens into grief. I have been here so many times, in so many dreams, drawn to this place like water to the moon. The place where a dead boy lies, used and discarded with careless impunity.

A violet twilight descends as Bert’s red tail-lights recede in the distance.



In a verdigris pool, I see a pale and useless girl who could never save anyone, least of all herself. A tawny frogmouth squats in the river gum calling, Ooo-ooo-ooo.

The boy is beside me in the water’s mirror.

‘It’s my dad,’ he sighs. ‘He calls and calls, he never stops. It breaks my heart.’

It breaks my heart.

It breaks my heart.



I take his hand and we rise into a soft navy sky. We are lifted into the stream of time and carried past families honing silcrete tools, splitting long spears of grass, roasting goanna and yams. Kids in the creek chase bright green frogs, catching them and squealing as the frogs slip free.

Below us, the Merri is a shining path through a shale pink and russet gold canyon, weaving the earth and all its creatures into her flow.




Cape Conran

(i) Reptile

Almost back to the campsite when I freeze. A monster crunches through dry grass, moving like a crocodile. The goanna’s hide stretches and contracts with jointed hips and shoulders pivoting from side to side, elbow to elbow. Its hooked claws gouge the earth as it progresses, just metres from where I stand.

The long tail, a muscular extension of its body, sways as if swimming in air. The neck puffs as it breathes while its forked tongue flickers. Snake-like. Dangerous. It pauses, tongue flickering, eyelids blinking, once, twice. Then the head turns slightly towards me.

I shrink back, muscles twitching, wishing I had a camera. Desperate to escape, wishing I had the car keys.

In the atmospheric hum, we wait, coiled and wary.

The reptile moves first. Slow and deliberate, it follows a narrow track behind our tent. I take a step and in a flash the creature is halfway up a gum tree. Its claws wrap around the trunk, body pressed close and still. Although it’s at least two metres, the lizard’s grey-green skin with cream spots blends into the tree, a perfect camouflage.

A while later, when it feels safe to move, I dart into our tent to find the sunscreen we forgot to take to the beach. My husband will understand when I explain why I’ve taken so long. Wait till I tell the kids! I stick my head out of the tent to make sure the coast is clear, and a different goanna is sniffing the cold ashes of our campfire. Moving slowly, tongue flickering and much too close.

Something startles it and it jerks back. Once again, I’m petrified. Surely it will move on, following in the other one’s tracks. I want it to go, I’ve been away too long. I only came back to get sunscreen and a few minutes to myself.

Our children will be burning by now. Their dad will be wondering if something has happened to me. Well, it has, a force majeure. Not my fault.

(ii) Daughter

I was always in love with you. You were with me while I was dormant in my own mother’s DNA. I loved you while I was a child playing with dolls, when I squashed my little sister into a doll’s pram and wheeled her to the creek as an outing. I was stealing babies from the time I could walk and all of them were a shadow of you.

On and on you slept in me, waiting for your father. No other baby could precede you. You were strong in me, so strong I was terrified my body would fail you. Wanting you safely in the world in spite of me, but afraid to let you go.

When you were deep in the birth canal, I jammed up and held you in. A surgeon dug you out, leaving bruises on your jaw where he gripped your head and eased you back through my carved-open womb.

For months and years, I held you, cuddling without smothering, almost sleeping but still on guard. You are safe with me, safe with me, I whispered all night long, but it’s your father who will save you.

(iii) Motherload

Our packing takes days of planning: playing cards, raincoats, first-aid kit, sunscreen. There are no shops where we are going. I wake in the night thinking pull-ups, stock cubes, mosquito repellent. Tweezers in case of ticks.

‘Did you remember torches?’ we ask each other as we turn onto the freeway.

Three and half hours later, we take a quick break for lunch and toilet. The sky is leaden with ominous clouds. The temperature drops and I dig through our bags for fleece jackets.

Just out from Bairnsdale, the clouds crack open and a torrent of rain floods over the road. Cars swerve, headlights and indicators blur, the wipers swim. We drive through it.

The kids want chips. Can we please get chips? Or fries? The next big town is Marlo, forty-five minutes from our campsite at Cape Conran. We won’t be stopping after five hours driving, just forty-five minutes from where we need to be.

The sky clears, a brilliant blue. All along the roadside are white tea-trees, their long supple branches bent under the weight of raindrops. The air whirls with white confetti. Married for eleven years, we drive on.



No sign of rain here; it’s a different planet. Our tent takes an hour to assemble and erect. The poles are colour-coded and need to be connected in the right sequence. I get this and get that and hold this, not that. All I want is a cup of tea and a break. The kids in their wetsuits dance around singing, ‘Let’s go, let’s go!’

‘Be careful of snakes,’ I yell. ‘Sometimes they look like sticks.’

I want them to stay in the car until we’ve finished putting up the tent, but they won’t. The sound of the sea surges and waves thump, close and insistent. Someone falls and there are tears. I am parched and dizzy from bending and standing.

The sky shimmers pink and lemon yellow. We have just enough time before nightfall to put up camp beds, stow food, and make sure we know where everything is: torches, matches, Ventolin, gumboots, toilet paper.

Fed up, I turn to leave and our daughter catches my hand.

‘Mummy,’ she says. ‘You have flowers stuck in you.’ She rakes my hair and opens her hand to show me five-petalled flowers with ruby red stamens.



Over the dune, through corridors of tea-tree, my feet sink as I stumble down towards the shore. Cold salt-and ozone-enriched air fills my lungs, and I want all of it. The landscape opens to vast elements of sea and sky with a golden sun hovering above the horizon. The sea is forest green and rolling with breakers that suck back the shallows, gathering force and height for long suspenseful moments before hurling down a wall of water that rushes over the sand leaving frilly white edges.

The tide is going out, the reach of the waves less than the thick row of shells, kelp and seaweed at the high tide mark. Shells gleam, wet and luscious, as far as the eye can see. This is the shell-rich place of my dreams: the motherload, the taste on my tongue of oysters and sex.

There are spindle shells, large and whole, carried in the sea for months or years, and gleaming volutes zigzagged in chestnut and tangerine. I follow the wrack line heading into the setting sun, eyes down, enchanted, until the sheer abundance of shells slows me to a standstill.

The sun kisses the sea, sending orange flames along the horizon. In one hand I hold a rock whelk which fills my palm with its spiralling bumps and sculptural curves. In the other lies a frilled Venus, a creamy white bivalve still hinged, its curling edges crisp and fresh. These fragile shells are usually found in estuaries, not flung ashore by wild oceans, not here. I hesitate, this isn’t possible. Am I dreaming?

‘Mum, Mum.’ The kids scramble towards me. ‘We’re hungry. What’s for dinner?’

She takes my hand that’s wrapped around the whelk. ‘Mum?’

My son reaches out with energy sparking, wanting a piggyback ride. I drop the whelk, an ordinary shell after all. Candy pink clouds feather across a sapphire blue sky. Still drawing back and thumping in, the sea retreats. Wet sand, hard-packed, receives our footprints as we leave the beach, the boy’s cold arms and legs wrapped around me.

Bearing the frilled Venus in her cupped hands, our daughter leads me back to home and hearth.



We lie four in a row in our canvas tent, children on camp beds, parents on a mattress between them. Together we breathe the same close air, in the familial cave. From the depth of communal sleep, she rises up screaming, ‘Mum!’

‘What is it?’ My heart is pounding. ‘What is it?’ But she has no words. It’s just a dream. I swap sides with her dad and pat her back to sleep. Her hair smells of campfire smoke. Everyone settles down again, but that’s it for me and I stew in the darkness, unable to sleep, unable to recover.



The sea crashes and rebounds, and I’m anxious to return to the shell hoard. The kids want their inflatable li-lo, one more thing I’ve forgotten to pack.

‘Too dangerous,’ I say. ‘The waves will take you out too far.’ They’re in wetsuits but need to go to the toilet and this takes half an hour.

We set off through pungent eucalypts, tea-trees and sweet-scented boronia. Scarlet correas and lilac pea-flowers tremble with bees, and an azure kingfisher swoops from a yellow banksia.

‘Look out for snakes.’ I get the kids stomping to scare them off. ‘Don’t just walk.’

A wombat burrow. ‘Look, a wombat burrow!’

‘Not now,’ I snap. I glance at my husband. Sorry. He’s carrying two backpacks and holding our son’s hand.

The sun is low, just after ten; the tide will be rising but not yet high. I make a silent promise to take only the freshest shells, and only one of each kind, two at the most.

We plough up the sand dune, and on the way down she comes to a sudden halt. ‘Shhh! Everyone, quiet.’

On the shelf of the dune, at eye level, an echidna fossicks in the leaf litter with its long nose. It stops to assess us with bright brown eyes, and our son steps closer. ‘Hello,’ he says. The echidna meets his gaze, and after a moment resumes its fossicking.

He flashes a sweet smile as impatience rips through me.



The sea is aquamarine and frisky. The crystalline sand is bare. We are the only people on a picture-perfect beach, but this sea has reclaimed every last shell, a cruelty that feels very personal. And yet I’m not surprised. This is what happens when you want things for yourself.

‘There were lots of shells last night, Dad,’ she says. ‘But it’s alright, Mummy, we’ll find some more next time.’ And this sounds exactly like something I’d say when faced with a child’s disappointment.

‘We’re in a national park,’ my husband reminds me. ‘You can’t take shells. You shouldn’t take anything.’



Days follow days and we live as a pack. Over and under the waves together, parents teaching the kids when to jump or dive; trips to the boys’ showers, girls’ showers; lost thongs and games of snap. Cornflakes, baked beans, fried cheese sangers; damper and apples baked in the Dutch oven, chargrilled potatoes and corn in the fire.

At night, the sky is brilliant with stars, brighter and closer than we’ve ever seen.

She crawls onto her dad’s knee to peer through binoculars as he names the constellations. In the tent, I read to our son, a book I’m sick of reading. From somewhere nearby comes a drawn-out whistling, followed by a ticking sound. The noise returns, closer this time, warbling and eerie, not an animal. I picture an owl. Two owls calling to each other.

‘Listen,’ I say. ‘Can you hear them? It’s owls.’

‘Can we read Owl Babies?’

I know this book by heart, having read it night after night for years. ‘Once there were three baby owls,’ I begin. He snuggles into his sleeping bag and closes his eyes. ‘One night they woke up and their Owl Mother was GONE.’ I drone on, mentally turning board book pages until I reach the end when the mother returns.

‘Sweet dreams, my love,’ I say, as I always do, kissing his warm salty head.

The gas lamp flares, and I turn it down, wondering where the head-torch is. We’ve been here four days and I’m barely through a chapter of my new crime novel. I brood on this until she tumbles through the tent flap, breathless and excited.

‘We saw possums.’ Her cheeks are flushed and eyes bright. ‘One had a baby on its back, didn’t it, Dad?’

(iv) Father

The day is heating up. More families arrive and the air is filled with children’s voices and the hammering of tent pegs. It’s taken me over an hour to get the sunscreen, but they’ll understand when I tell them about the goannas. In the story, I’ll make them even bigger.

At the top of the dune, I catch my breath, holding a branch for balance. The sea sparkles with light and colour, and further out there’s a sandbar where kids splash and kick, their excited voices echoing over the water.

At first, I can’t see the shape of my family and then I see my son, on his own among our towels and backpacks.

‘Hey.’ I stumble towards him. ‘Where’s your hat?’ What I mean is, where’s his dad? Why is he on his own?

His face is flushed, and I dig out a bottle of water for him. When we’ve both had a drink, I start squeezing out sunscreen, patting it on his face and smoothing long strokes over his sweaty arms and legs, enjoying his sleek little being.

‘Dad told me to stay here,’ he says.

I brush back the fringe that hangs in his eyes. ‘Where are they?’ I’m quite short-sighted, a bit of a problem when it comes to supervision.

He looks around and points away to his right.

My husband carries our daughter in his arms, and I’ve never seen him hold her like this. Everything about it is wrong. Her face is turned into his chest and her limp stillness is shocking.

I stand, reach out trembling arms to receive her and she turns to me, white-faced, eyes wide.

She’s alive.

Wrapping her in a towel, I drag her into my lap, babbling and clinging. ‘Did you swallow much water? Are you alright?’ A few minutes later, she wriggles to sit between my legs, gazing out at the sea as I fight the urge to clamp her tight.

On the sand beside me, my husband cleans his glasses and puts them on. ‘There’s a rip off the sandbar,’ he says. ‘And all those kids are right on the edge of it.’

‘Can I go in the water now, Dad?’ Our son’s voice is plaintive. ‘I’m so hot.’

‘Soon.’ I’m furiously rubbing our daughter’s back and arms as if to ignite her, until she squirms out of my grasp. She starts scooping sand into mounds and her brother joins in.

‘What happened?’ I take my husband’s hand and it’s icy cold.

‘I didn’t know she’d gone in until I turned around and she wasn’t there.’ He swallows. ‘Then I saw her out past the sandbar, pulled along sideways so fast you wouldn’t believe it.

‘Dad caught me.’ She turns to smile at him. ‘Didn’t you, Dad?’ She’s listening, and this puts an end to our conversation.

‘Who wants pancakes for lunch?’ I say, drawing all eyes to me. Now I’ve alarmed them – we usually have beans on toast.



The kids seem happy, but my eyes ache and my chest is tight. I keep those pancakes coming, frying tinned pie apples with cinnamon and sugar in a separate pan to go with them. After lunch, I take both kids for a shower, a process requiring many things, and their dad gets to have a shower in peace, on his own, for once.

With cool bodies and damp hair, we retreat to the tent for a nap. I curl around my husband, rubbing his back, thinking, What if? What if?

What if he’d gone back for the sunscreen and I’d stayed with the kids? I’m a terrible swimmer. Or maybe I wouldn’t have noticed: too busy thinking about my unread book, dry skin, or any number of distractions.

Later, sitting outside on our camp chairs and drinking wine from plastic glasses, he says, ‘It was the way she waved to me. Sadly. As if she was saying goodbye.’

I see her again, white-faced and dead weight in his arms.

As twilight falls I make tuna pasta with olives, and while the sauce bubbles on the gas stove, I cut up slices of apple and cheese, add water crackers and give this to the kids. My husband takes some biscuits and cheese and I refill his glass. We’re on our second bottle. I slap a mosquito, leaving a smear of blood.

‘Can you spray them with Rid?’ I ask, before returning to the stove.

When I serve the bowls at our wobbly camp table, the kids are giggling. Two possums are crouched on the tartan blanket with them, one with a baby on her back. The possums are sharing the plate of snacks, reaching in with little pink fingers to take a piece of apple or a cracker. It’s a calm, surreal scene.

‘They have nice manners.’ Our son approves. ‘The mummy one’s called Honey.’

‘And the dad’s called Dad.’

I squeeze my husband’s shoulder, feel the strain in his muscles. The kids are distracted, and we have a minute to talk.

‘I was right on the edge of the shelf,’ he says. ‘The rip was freaky. Another millimetre, another second, and I could have missed her.’

I shake my head. No way!

‘And I would have gone with her.’ His eyes meet mine. ‘Just to be with her.’

Always attuned to our voices, her head turns slightly and light falls on the curve of her cheek, the smooth line of her forehead. I want everyone to come to the table, but I can’t find the words. It’s like the earth has no traction.

A gust of wind comes rustling and tiny white flowers whirl in the air.




Notes on These Stories

‘Being the Mother’ was originally published in Meanjin Quarterly, Spring 2018; ‘Literally Beside Myself’ in Meanjin Quarterly, Winter 2020; ‘What I’d Do If I Was In Charge’ in Island Magazine, 157; and ‘Birds’ in Island Magazine, 160.

In the last sentence of ‘A Red-Tinged Darkness’, the concept of an ‘arrow-shower’ comes from Phillip Larkin’s brilliant poem ‘The Whitsun Weddings’.

‘The Merri Creek’ was inspired by a true crime, the murder of fifteen-year-old Dominic Ganino in 1964, a crime that lived in the shadows of our primary school, shrouded in taboo.
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