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So much reading, so little time …

Horror or romance, sci-fi or master spy – a world full of fiction but how to decide?

Dip your toes into the genre pool. Plunge into a book chock-full of unique sagas and scenes, pictures and poems.

Fifty Australian authors, poets and illustrators have joined forces to give you a selection of their latest work. From thrillers to chillers, from historical to hysterical, there's something here for everyone!



[image: Images]





First published by Ford Street Publishing, an imprint of Hybrid Publishers, PO Box 52, Ormond VIC 3204

Melbourne Victoria Australia
© this collection Paul Collins 2008
© in individual illustrations/text remains with each contributor

This publication is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced by any process without prior written permission from the publisher. Requests and enquiries concerning reproduction should be addressed to Ford Street Publishing Pty Ltd, 2 Ford Street, Clifton Hill VIC 3068.

First published 2008

National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication data:

Title: Trust me! / editor, Paul Collins

Publisher: Ormond, Vic. : Hybrid Publishers, 2008.

ISBN: 9781876462574 (pbk.)

Target Audience: For juveniles.

Subjects: Australian poetry.

Short stories, Australian.

Australian literature.

Other Authors/Contributors:

Collins, Paul, 1954-

Dewey Number: A820.80994

In-house editor: Saralinda Turner

Cover design by Grant Gittus Graphics

Printed in Australia by xxx





[image: Images]





Contents

Isobelle Carmody

Introduction

Adventure

Justin D'Ath

Wild Africa

Sally Odgers

Blowhole

Crime

Robert Hood

Abandoned

Deborah Abela

Trust Me!

Lucy Sussex

The Fortress

Contemporary

Bill Condon

The Cost of Air

Dianne Bates

DG Loves AR. True!

Hazel Edwards

Two Left Sneakers

Fantasy

Allan Baillie

The Fog

Keith Taylor

The Firedrake

Jenny Blackford

Andromeda

Science Fiction

Michael Pryor

Backup

Sean McMullen

Striking Fear

George Ivanoff

Game Plan

Romance

Carol Jones

Under/Over

David Rish

The Leather Jacket

Thriller

Jim Schembri

The Knock-Down Girl

Meredith Costain

The Thrill-Seekers Club

Simon Higgins

Relic

Horror

Kerry Greenwood

Heat

Richard Harland

The Thing in the Suitcase

Sophie Masson

Ghost

Lili Wilkinson

The Babysitter

Twilight Zone

Sally Rippin

The Red Shoes

Scot Gardner

Answers

Jenny Mounfield

Out of Time

Kate Forsyth

The Key

Historical

Sue Bursztynski

Countdown to Apollo II

Gary Crew

The Returning Tree

Marc McBride

Articles

Humour

Andy Griffiths & Mitch Vane

The True History of Sir Donald BADMAN

Phillip Gwynne

Humble Pie

Poetry

David Metzenthen & David Miller

Inert Earth

Steven Herrick & Mitch Vane

The Country School

Doug MacLeod & Louise Prout

Smarty

James Roy

Tom in the Storm

Sherryl Clark

Two Tribes

Leaving Home

Janet Findlay & Louise Prout

My American Underpants

Michael Wagner

Nothing is Going

The Problem with Self-help

Sofie Laguna & Mitch Vane

Annabelle in the Airwaves

Catherine Bateson

How to Go Fishing

Catherine Bateson & Mitch Vane

The Whippet Blues

Meme McDonald

Farewell Song

Graphics

Shaun Tan

Illustrations

Leigh Hobbs
     The Joy of Being an Author

Coral Tulloch
      The Uncertain Future of Len Bean

About the contributors





[image: Images]

Introduction

Mysteries, spy stories, whodunits, romance, adventures, fantasy and science fiction – what do they all have in common?

The answer is, nothing, save that they all fall under the title of genre fiction. Genre is one of the categories by which artistic works are divided based on form, style or subject matter.

Some people feel that genre fiction is less important as a form of writing than realism, though according to the dictionary, realism is no more than ‘the lifelike representation of people and the world without any idealisation’. Is that like reality TV? I wonder. In my opinion, realism is as much a genre as any other kind of writing, and there is good, bad and dire realism, as with all forms of writing.

Unfortunately, all genre fiction categories, save realism, seem to be judged by the worst that is in them, rather than the best. A bit like kids.

The existence of genre categories is useful and even necessary but a writer should not be constrained by a category. To imagine a writer writing to ‘fit’ a genre is the same as imagining an artist painting a picture to match a lounge room. That is a decorator, not an artist.

Can anyone imagine that Margo Lanagan wrote the beautiful, gritty stories in Black Juice by trying to fit into the speculative fiction category? Or that Ursula Le Guin wrote the Earthsea books or Lian Hearn Across the Nightingale Floor by following somebody's rigid genre recipe?

The best speculative fiction has always elbowed the rule book aside, which is why the greatest genre writing stretches genre boundaries.

In fact, one of the notable features of modern genre writing is that much of it is a melding of two or more forms of genre. The genre of romance contains numerous books and stories which contain elements of fantasy or horror.

Science fiction has always bitten into historical fiction with time-slip stories such as Brian Caswell's Meryll of the Stones. Eureka Street by Nadia Wheatley is well-researched historical writing with a time-slip, and has the added interest of having been rewritten and updated by its author. There is less hard science fiction being published now than there was in its heyday, but more science fiction containing fantastical elements is finding its way into print. And conversely, much modern fantasy contains a good dollop of science fiction, or vice versa. Then there are new categories arising from the blending of genre. Space Opera is the western in SF dress, and Dark Fantasy is a new name for a certain kind of horror writing. And of course there are other sub-categories such as cyberpunk, too.

The merging of genre is less a marketing device, I believe, than the natural result of trying to constrain writers with rule books. Someone in a science fiction movie once famously said, ‘Life will find a way’. I would say, ‘Writers will find a way’. At its heart, all good writing is anarchic.

The writers in this collection were hand-picked and each given the task of writing a story in a genre they loved and admired. No specifics other than these were given, save that the contributions be short stories or poems. I can imagine the difficulty these authors might have had in deciding what to write, for many of them work in several genres. It might be rather like the exquisite pain of being asked, ‘What do you like to read?’ Because there is the last thing you read that was striking and thrilling, and there is also the book you read last month and a fantastic book someone gave you the month before. Not to mention classic favourites and classics that are favourites. To choose is agonising. I am not sure which of these writers agonised over which genre, but every one of these stories demonstrates the author's affection for and intimate knowledge of their chosen genre. The writers were paying homage to their chosen genre, rather than following a recipe, and in every case, it is the writers’ genuine respect for genre that allows them to write it so well.

The beauty of this collection as a starting point, a journey into the maelstrom of merging genre fiction, is that readers have the opportunity to sample the various genres produced by good writers who are not only published within these various categories, but who read and love them.

This fat and juicy collection is like one of those dessert plates where you get to try a little bit of everything, so you can decide what you'll order next time as a full-sized portion. Like all good collections, it can be dipped into and explored in any order, depending on a reader's mood. Some of the stories are straight forward laugh-out-loud giggle fests, whilst others are formed through a layered narrative, dense with meaning.

Herein, you will encounter everything from humour to stark seriousness, wild adventure to pure horror, the most fantastical fantasy as well as gritty murder mystery.

You will find poets such as Catherine Bateson with her stabbingly funny ‘The Whippet Blues’, as well as such luminaries as David Metzenthen – who I didn't even know wrote poetry.

You will encounter the seriously clever, visual humour of Leigh Hobbs in ‘The Joy of Being an Author’, and the pure poetry of Shaun Tan's lovely lyrical sketches. If brilliant intellect were a genre, these two guys would head the list. Michael Wagner would be there too, with his ‘The Problem with Self-help’.

Andy Griffiths offers his usual bad boy grungy humour in ‘The True History of Sir Donald BADMAN’ while Lili Wilkinson turns her hand to the horror genre, with ‘The Babysitter’, and Sally Rippin gives a grim fairytale a savage twist in ‘The Red Shoes’. Richard Harland's ‘The Thing in the Suitcase’ is classic horror, even down to the title. His story reveals not only the writer's love of and real feel for the genre, but it offers the delicious, electrifying rush that only true horror can provide: the insidious mercury shiver of fear, rather than the mere scream of half-revolted shock wrought by much visual horror produced by film-makers who seem to have forgotten that the essence of classic horror is, surprisingly, subtlety. Richard suggests readers who like the flavour of horror in his story might try the gothic horror story that turned him onto the genre as a teenager – ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, by Edgar Allan Poe. A definite chill thrill.

Allan Baillie's chosen genre for this collection was horror but from an unexpected angle. Indeed we are so intrigued by the narrator in ‘The Fog’, and his odd and mysterious situation, that it takes time for us to wake up to exactly who and what he is; the knowledge creeps up on a reader with all the inexorable stealth of … well, fog. The multi-talented Scot Gardner offers a wonderfully subtle and creepy SF tale in ‘Answers’. For anyone enjoying these stories, try the exquisite horror gem Coraline by Neil Gaiman, or the various horror stories offered in Jack Dann's collection Gathering the Bones.

Lucy Sussex's ‘The Fortress’ is classic crime fiction rendered with this author's characteristic meticulous attention to detail. The story openly pays homage to early detective crime writers and Lucy recommends those who enjoy her offering look at the story which is the model for ‘The Fortress’ – Andrew Forrester's ‘The Unknown Weapon’.

Gary Crew's haunting ‘The Returning Tree’ is historical fiction, and introduces another of the sets of brilliantly repellent parents that occur in many of his books. But centre stage is a wonderfully dreamy and sensitive boy with a powerful empathy for the natural world. The story and the time in history are established by beautifully selected idiosyncratic detail rather than heavy-handed screeds of historical information, and in this as much as anything, we see the deep understanding the author has of his chosen genre, as well as his knowledge of history. Gary's favourite Australian historical fiction is The Drums of Mer by chill-and-thrill historical writer Ion Idriess.

‘Countdown to Apollo II’ by Sue Bursztynski is also historical fiction as well as being a classic bully story set against a thrilling moment in time, with a pleasing down-beat end. For readers who think they might like to try more historical fiction, she recommends Allan Baillie's The China Coin, which was written only a few years after the events in Tiananmen Square. This book, she says, was a reminder to her that historical fiction does not have to be set hundreds of years ago. In part it was this revelation that made her decide to write a story for this collection, set in her own lifetime.

‘Under/Over’ by Carol Jones is romance and plays with the classic boy next door theme, while ‘Blowhole’ by Sally Odgers is romance with a good dollop of adventure. Sally likes They Found a Cave by Nan Chauncy, The Goodbye Island by John Gunn and Euloowirree Walkabout by John Kiddell. Carol Jones can't go past Romeo and Juliet for romance, claiming it contains the essence of the genre – lovers being kept apart. She also recommends the marvellous modern fairytale, Eucalyptus, which I, too, loved. Romance and humour abound in David Rish's ‘The Leather Jacket’.

Meredith Costain offers adventure with a capital T in ‘The Thrill-Seekers Club’ where three daring young protagonists undertake a search for thrills that leads them deeper into adventure than they ever meant to go, and hinges cleverly on a game. Her own tastes as a reader of thrillers runs to crime fiction and she recommends Ruth Rendell's novels which allow a reader to get inside criminals’ heads; also books by Janet Evanovich about bounty hunter Stephanie Plum, though she points out that these could almost be classed as thrillers, despite often being regarded as crime or mystery novels.

Both Bill Condon's ‘The Cost of Air’ and Phillip Gwynne's ‘Humble Pie’ provide a hair-raising look at revenge.

In ‘Trust Me!’, Deborah Abela offers a crime story through the eyes of a quirky, personable innocent bystander and for those who decide they would like to try more crime fiction, she recommends Barry Gifford's Wild at Heart. It made such a big impression that it inspired her first novel.

A legal background gives Kerry Greenwood's crime fiction a fierce authority, but in the chilling ‘Heat’ she is paying homage to the sort of horror/science fiction that looks at the consequences of scientific advances. Citing her own favourite in this genre, she recommends The Sound of Thunder, which involves a man going back in time to the Jurassic period and straying off an imposed path just enough to crush a butterfly. When he comes back his world has totally changed because he killed the butterfly.

‘The Knock-Down Girl’ by Jim Schembri uses the classic situation of one life impacting on another by chance, to offer a thriller story with a tinge of whodunit. The first person narration gives the story a pacy, modern feel. Jim admits that his all-time favourite thriller is The Postman Always Rings Twice by James M Cain, though he also likes Alistair Maclean and Hammond Innes.

Justin D'Ath's ‘Wild Africa’ is an adventure, but with an SF twist that gives the story a nice originality. The characters are well drawn, too, which is often not the case in adventure stories. Anyone with a hunger for adventure might also try John Marsden's Tomorrow, When the War Began series or some of Robin Klein's books.

Robert Hood's ‘Abandoned’ begins with a reluctant clean-out and a visit to the tip, and ends in the same place, with a murder mystery in between. Rob categorises his chosen genre as supernatural crime and recommends anyone wanting to try more of the genre to read the supernatural noir thriller Falling Angel by William Hjortsberg. This was the inspiration for the chilling film Angel Heart. He also recommends horror greats Clive Barker, Peter Straub, and of course, Stephen King, for those who have had their appetite for darkness and fear whetted by this collection.

In ‘Striking Fear’ by Sean McMullen we have the story of boy meets bully, with a threading through of science that tips its hat to classic science fiction. A reader liking this story might like to try some Heinlein. My personal favourites are The Door into Summer or the story that became the classic SF movie Bladerunner – Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? Sean recommends William Tenn's short story ‘Time in Advance’ where people can serve a sentence for murder before committing the murder. I recommend The Midwich Cuckoos.

Keith Taylor's ‘The Firedrake’ is fantasy complete with the traditional magical creature. Anyone enjoying it will probably already have read Harry Potter and might like to try a brilliant new series out of the UK called Mortal Engines, in which cities move back and forwards on wheels across a ravished land. My own absolute favourite fantasy in recent times is Phillip Pullman's incredible His Dark Materials trilogy, which begins with Northern Lights. A reader who has developed a taste for fantasy might also like to try any in the Quentaris series of books, to which many Australian authors have contributed. Jenny Blackford also offers mythic fantasy, after giving an old legend a good shake.

Michael Pryor's ‘Backup’ offers a good example of the science fiction/fantasy hybrid, with a savage sting in the tail but a pun that prevents the story being too tragic. Aside from looking up more of the author's work, a reader enjoying the jab of humour in this story might try Terry Pratchett, though he is more satire than SF. Anyone with a yen for good science fiction can't go past Victor Kelleher's Taronga or Master of the Grove, not to mention the incredible Beyond the Labyrinth and Galax-Arena by Gillian Rubinstein and Deucalion by Brian Caswell. Or if it is short stories you hanker for, try Brian Caswell's beautifully written collection A Cage of Butterflies or, as Michael suggests, treat yourself to the dark and uneasy pleasure of Margo Lanagan's shatteringly beautiful ‘Singing My Sister Down’.

Despite this seemingly exhaustive list, I have mentioned but a handful of the contributions that make up this collection. Surprise is an integral element of genre and I therefore don't wish to give everything away. Within these pages you will find more mystery, more romance, more fantasy and humour and adventure and science fiction than I could possibly cover in these few short pages.

Enjoy your introduction to genre, and to the various authors in this collection, and use it as the starting point either to pursue further works by the authors or to seek out more of the genre you enjoy.

Trust me, genre is an addictive pleasure …

Isobelle Carmody

Apollo Bay, January 2008
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There was no warning. One moment they were moving slowly through the treetops, next moment they jolted to a stop. Sam Fox gripped the safety bar with one hand and his five-year-old brother with the other as the cable car dangled, swaying sickeningly to and fro, over a small muddy lake. Half a dozen hippos lazed idly in the water.

‘Pow! Pow! Pow!’ went Harry, picking them off with his green plastic pistol.

Sam tried not to look down. It wasn't the hippos that worried him, it was the twelve metres of empty air beneath his swinging feet. He had never been good with heights. He'd only agreed to come on the Sky Safari because it was the twins' birthday and children under fourteen weren't allowed on the ride unaccompanied. Harry's twin brother Jordan rode with their grandmother in the car behind them.

‘Why have we stopped, Sam?' Nan Corcoran called across the five-metre gap separating the two suspended chairs.

Sam had to raise his voice because Harry was loudly pow-powing at a group of zebras under some gum trees fifty metres away. ‘It must be a power failure.'

All along the cable, which hung from iron pylons spaced at thirty-metre intervals across the Wild Africa enclosure, other stranded zoo-goers were having similar conversations. A fat man in the chair behind Nan and Jordan joked about being stuck there all night.

Jordan started to cry. He wasn't as plucky as Harry and he shared Sam's fear of heights. ‘I don't want to be here all night,' he whimpered.

Nan put an arm round him. ‘It's all right, darling. I'm sure they'll rescue us soon.'

Sam hoped she was right. He could hear the distant wail of a siren, and what sounded like a woman or a child screaming. Jordan heard it too and became even more upset. His crying got worse. Between sobs, he began wheezing and struggling for air. Sam recognised the signs.

‘It's his asthma, Nan. He needs his Ventolin.'

‘Where is it?'

Sam touched his shirt pocket and felt a lump there. Shishkebab! He should have given Jordan's puffer to their grandmother before they went on the ride. He swivelled round in his seat.

‘I've got it. Here – catch!'

A five-metre throw. It should have been simple. But Sam's body was twisted at an awkward angle and both chairs were swaying from side to side beneath the supporting cable. The puffer fell short. Three pairs of eyes – Sam's, Harry's and Nan's – watched the small grey cylinder fly down past Nan's outstretched fingers.

And saw a small hand flash out of nowhere and catch it.

Nobody had been watching Jordan. Even though his every breath was a life-and-death struggle, he was fully aware of what was happening around him. He saw Sam throw the puffer and realised, even before his grandmother did, that it was falling short. He needed that puffer! Sliding under the safety bar, Jordan made a wild, one-handed grab.

Gotcha! he thought as his fingers closed round his prize.

But the fingers of Jordan's other hand, the one clinging to the safety bar to prevent him going headfirst into the hippo pool twelve metres below, were slippery with sweat. They jerked free.

Jordan felt himself falling.

Nan grabbed him by one sneaker. For a terrifying moment he dangled upside-down. Then his foot slipped out of the sneaker and down he went.

Watching helplessly from the other chair, Sam saw his little brother hit the lake between two hippos. There was a huge splash and he disappeared.

‘Stay here, Harry,' Sam said.

He unclipped the safety bar and jumped.

I'm going to diiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie! he thought.

SPLASH!

He landed flat on his back. The wind was knocked out of him. But as the muddy brown water closed over Sam's head, the reality of his situation overrode the shock that had momentarily numbed his mind and paralysed his body. He was no longer suspended in a cable car above Wild Africa. He was in Wild Africa. In a lake full of hippos!

Sam fought his way up to the surface. He gulped a big mouthful of air and looked around. Where was Jordan? A large brown boulder rose out of the water right next to him. It snorted. For a second, Sam and the hippo eyeballed each other. Hippos are dangerous. They kill more people than any other wild animal. Sam dived down as deep as he could. The water was like soup. A huge shadow came straight for him. He twisted his body like an eel, threading himself between the hippo's bludgeoning legs, and surfaced behind its tail.

The first thing he saw was Harry, hanging out of the cable car directly above him. ‘Pow pow pow!' cried Harry, peppering the underwater hippo with a fusillade of imaginary bullets as it went churning away like a submarine.

‘Behind you!' Nan called from the other chair.

Sam spun around, expecting another attack, but it wasn't a hippo – it was Jordan. Floating face-up in the water. His eyes were open but his skin was deathly pale and his breath came in ragged, wheezing gasps. Sam forgot about the hippos. He grabbed Jordan's small, limp body and began pulling him towards shore. There were hippos all around them. Just their ears, eyes and nostrils were visible. It wasn't far to the lake's edge but it seemed to take forever. Finally Sam felt squelchy mud beneath his feet.

Made it! he thought.

That was when Nan screamed.

There were seven hippos in Wild Africa. Six were in the water. The seventh – a massive, three-tonne bull – had been lying in a patch of pampas grass twenty metres from the lake. Fast asleep until all the shouting and splashing started. It woke in a bad mood. The first thing it saw was Sam staggering out of the water with Jordan in his arms.

Hippos might look fat and slow, but over short distances they can run at forty kilometres per hour. Faster than an Olympic sprinter. Sam had no chance.

Harry had been watching from the cable car suspended over the centre of the lake. As the huge bull hippo charged his two brothers, he unclipped his section of the safety bar, pointed his plastic pistol, and jumped.

The animals in Wild Africa are used to tourists. Every day they see a constant stream of them passing slowly overhead in the cable car. But they don't see them falling out of the sky, going ‘Pow! Pow! Pow! Pow!' all the way down to the water. It distracted the bull hippo just long enough for Sam to throw himself and Jordan sideways. The hippo thundered past, missing them by millimetres, and hit the water like the backwash from a tsunami.

Harry landed feet first. His sneakers punched through the lake's surface and hit the bottom, buckling his knees. The water was surprisingly shallow. And getting shallower! Harry felt himself being lifted up. He was standing on a hippo's back! The animal swung round and snapped at him with its massive jaws.

CLUNK!

Missed. It couldn't reach him if he stayed on its back. The hippo started turning circles. Harry struggled to stay upright. It was like riding a big wobbly skateboard.

Another hippo surfaced two metres away. A third one floated just beyond it. There were two more closer to shore. Harry estimated the distance between each animal. He took a deep breath, and jumped.

It was like crossing a series of giant stepping stones. Jump, jump, jump, jump. With the fifth and final jump, Harry landed knee-deep in the water only two metres from shore. He charged up the muddy bank onto dry land.

All along the line of stationary cable cars overhead, people cheered and clapped.

‘Bravo!' said the fat man in the chair behind Nan's.

Meanwhile, Sam knelt over the other twin. Jordan was barely conscious. His ribcage rattled and quivered with each struggling breath. It seemed like his chest was about to cave in. Sam looked up at their grandmother.

‘Nan, did you see where the puffer is?'

She carefully surveyed the water from her vantage point twelve metres above the lake. ‘I can see something over there!' She pointed.

Sam saw a small cylindrical object floating three metres offshore.

‘I'll get it,' said Harry, ploughing back into the water.

‘Look out for hippos,' Nan warned.

Harry was fearless. He waded out towards the hippos and grabbed the cylinder. ‘It's just Jordan's bubbles,' he said, holding one of the little plastic bottles of Bubble Juice that Sam had given both twins for their birthday.

Sam rolled his eyes. Only his little brothers would bring toy pistols and bubble bath to the zoo!

‘Get out of the water, Harry,' he said, then turned his attention back to Jordan. ‘We can't find your puffer, Jords, but help should be here soon.'

Jordan opened his eyes. He tried to speak but ran out of breath. Instead, he lightly tapped Sam's arm.

‘Save your strength, Jords,' Sam said.

But Jordan swivelled his eyes sideways and lightly pressed something against Sam's wrist. The puffer! Jordan had been holding it all along, but he'd been too dazed and weak to use it. Sam gave him a long, lung-filling whoosh of Ventolin.

Within a minute Jordan was breathing normally again. The colour returned to his face and he was strong enough to sit up.

‘What's Harry doing?' he asked.

The other twin was wading out into the lake, directly towards the nearest hippo.

‘Harry, we've got the puffer!' Sam yelled.

Harry picked up a green object floating in the water. ‘Just getting my pistol.'

Idiot! thought Sam. Risking his life for a toy! He waited for Harry to come ashore, then hoisted Jordan up in a piggyback.

‘Okay guys, let's get out of here.'

They began following the route of the Sky Safari back through Wild Africa. Earlier, when they first got on the ride, Sam had noticed a locked gate in the high chain-link fence surrounding the enclosure. All they had to do was walk back to the gate and call for help.

It was a good plan, except for one thing.

‘A lion's coming!' gasped Jordan, who was riding on Sam's back and had the best view.

‘Don't be silly,' said Sam, his heart in his mouth as a herd of wildebeest came charging towards them and raced past on both sides. They were followed by a procession of warthogs and two galloping giraffes. ‘There aren't lions …'

His voice and his feet stopped at the same moment. The lioness was a hundred metres away, trotting towards them through the gum trees. Now he understood why the wildebeest and other animals had been in such a hurry.

There weren't supposed to be lions in Wild Africa. Their enclosure was outside the fence. The Sky Safari went over it at the beginning of its journey. But part of the fence separating the lions' enclosure from Wild Africa had been flattened. Sam could see a damaged bus resting against the base of a fallen pylon. It must have crashed into the pylon and toppled it onto the fence, allowing the park's two lions – a male and a female – to escape into Wild Africa.

‘Quick!' Sam hissed. ‘Up a tree!'

But none of the trees looked easy to climb. They were either too skinny or their trunks forked too high from the ground. Anyway, lions could climb trees. People started yelling advice from the cable cars dangling overhead.

‘Hide in those bushes!'

‘Go back to the waterhole!'

‘Run!'

None of their advice was useful. It was too late to hide; the hippo pool was three or four hundred metres away; and they could never outrun a lioness. Lowering Jordan to the ground, Sam picked up a stick.

‘Get behind a tree, guys,' he said, and started running.

Towards the lioness.

It was a strategy Sam used with little yappy dogs that came rushing down their owners' driveways when he was delivering junk mail. Instead of running away, he ran towards them. Nine times out of ten, they stopped in their tracks. And the tenth time? Well, Sam only ever tried it on small dogs. And he wore size ten shoes.

But this wasn't a little dog, it was a lioness. One hundred and fifty kilograms of muscle, claws and teeth. A killing machine. But Sam was committed now. Attack was his only defence. Waving the stick above his head, he pounded towards the oncoming lioness, yelling at the top of his voice.

‘Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!'

It worked. Twenty metres short of him, the lioness veered to one side and went bounding off through the trees. Phew! Sam thought. He came skidding to a stop, his chest heaving, the blood roaring in his ears.

When he turned round, the twins were standing exactly where he'd left them.

‘Didn't I tell you to get behind a tree?'

Instead of answering, Harry raised his pistol. ‘Pow!'

‘Hey, don't shoot me – I just saved your life!'

‘I'm not shooting you,' said Harry. ‘I'm shooting Simba.'

A shiver ran up Sam's spine. Simba. Wasn't that the name of the Lion King? Slowly, Sam turned his head. Holy guacamole! Forty metres away, in the shade of some paperbarks, stood a huge, gingermaned lion.

This time Sam didn't even contemplate his yappy dog trick. He started backing slowly towards the twins. He still held the stick, but it was no defence against the lion. The lion knew it too. It licked its chops.

‘Psssst!' said a voice. Sam glanced over his shoulder. A man had climbed from one of the cable cars and shinnied down the support pylon until his feet rested on a narrow steel flange about three-and-a-half metres from the ground. He reached down with one hand. ‘Over here, boys,' he called softly. ‘I'll pull you up.'

It was their only chance. One eye on the lion, Sam led the twins over to the pylon. He hoisted Jordan onto his shoulders. The man stretched down, grabbed Jordan by one wrist and lifted him to safety. They did the same thing with Harry. But when Sam's turn came, there was nobody to boost him up. He couldn't reach the man's hand, even when he jumped.

‘Find a branch to use as a ramp,' the man suggested.

But Sam couldn't see any branches big enough to support his weight. The nearest trees were the paperbarks, and the lions were under them. Yes, lions. Plural. The lioness had returned to join its mate. Both animals stood watching Sam. They looked hungry.

‘Can you get my gun?' said Harry.

He'd dropped the toy pistol when they were lifting him up. Sam bent to retrieve it. And had an idea.

‘Harry, have you still got Jordan's Bubble Juice?'

‘It's in my pocket.'

‘Drop it down to me. Quickly!'

The male lion was on the move. Leaving its mate under the paperbarks, it came stalking slowly out into the sunshine, its big golden eyes fixed on Sam.

‘I can hear a car,' whispered Jordan.

Sam heard it too. A cloud of dust rose above the treetops about three hundred metres away. Help was on the way. But would it arrive in time? The lion was halfway across the stretch of open ground between the paperbarks and the pylon, its body low to the ground, the black brush at the tip of its tail twitching from side to side. At any moment, it was going to attack. Sam's fingers trembled as he carefully poured the Bubble Juice.

‘There it is!' cried Jordan.

A zebra-striped Land Rover came hurtling through the trees. The driver saw what was happening and began tooting to distract the lions. But the male took no notice. All its concentration was fixed on Sam.

With a mighty roar, it charged.

Sam raised the water pistol. His mind shut out everything else – the screams of the people watching from the cable cars, the flash of the sun on the Land Rover's windscreen, his own quaking fear – and aimed at the lion's eyes. At the very last moment, when the big cat launched itself through the air like a tawny missile, he squeezed the trigger.

Bubble Juice was Sam's own invention. It was a combination of oils and detergents that made sensational bubbles when mixed with water. He'd given both twins a bottle for their birthday, along with a cheap pair of goggles. There was a downside to Bubble Juice: if you got it in your eyes – even if it was heavily diluted – it really stung.

The lion got a concentrated dose in both eyes. It let out a deafening yowl. Sam ducked behind the pylon as it flew past. It fell in a cloud of dust and began rolling about on the ground, mewling like a giant kitten and batting its face with its huge forepaws.

The Land Rover slewed to a stop and the passenger door flew open. Pop! A small, red-feathered dart appeared as if by magic in the lion's flank. The animal's movements gradually slowed. Finally it lay still in a deep, drugged sleep.

Two zookeepers stepped out of the vehicle. One hurried off towards the paperbarks with a dart rifle. The other walked over to the pylon where the man who'd rescued the twins was lowering Harry down to Sam.

‘Looks like you guys had quite an adventure,' the zookeeper said.

‘It was wicked!' Harry said as Sam set him on the ground. ‘And guess what?'

The zookeeper raised his eyebrows. ‘What?'

‘After lunch Nan's taking us to Wild Amazon.'
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Drowning wasn't something Lily ever considered much, but then, one Saturday, she got the chance to find out all about it, first-hand.

On Thursday, Lily sat on the low stone wall next to the window, kicking her heels and eavesdropping. Kier had been in with Dad for ages.

‘Rock fishing's dangerous.' Dad was still at it. ‘A wave can come up unexpectedly and – pfff! You're a goner.'

‘Not if you use a bit of sense,' said Kier. ‘Rock fishing's safe if you take precautions. It's called checking the forecast.'

‘Don't you take that tone with me, Kieran!'

Was Dad for real? Lily wondered. He couldn't stop Kier from going rock fishing, but he could stop Lily. That was a bummer, since it was Lily whom Macca had invited, and Lily who really wanted to go. Asking Kier as well was just a smokescreen.

Macca had seemed surprised that Lily would need permission to spend a night camping out at Bell Sears Beach with her boyfriend. He was seventeen, on his Ps, and had never asked permission in living memory. He'd been nice about it, though. He hadn't sneered.

‘How about we ask your brother to come too, babe? Would that keep your dad from worrying?'

‘Maybe. Then Kier can ask Dad and …'

Lily got off the wall and wandered away. Her life was over, her credibility sunk. She wanted to go in there and fight for her own rights, but she knew what would happen. She'd spit the dummy, and next thing, she'd be grounded.

The door clicked open. ‘Jeez, do you owe me, Lil!'

‘Well?'

Kier smirked. ‘You get to tag along with Macca and me, but I gotta stick to you like Blu-tac, and seal you into your own tent.' He beetled his brow at her, in a fair imitation of Dad. ‘You owe me, Lil, big time.'

Lily ducked her head. Now for the next stage in her campaign … ‘You don't really want to fish, do you?' she suggested. ‘You could always go to Stacie's instead …'

Kier beetled at her again. ‘Take my advice, Lil. Quit while you're ahead.'
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Two days later, Lily shared the back seat of Macca's old Ford with tents, sleeping bags, a hamper, fishing rods and bait. Kier shared the front seat with Macca. Lily glared at the back of Kier's neck, and sent him a furious text.

Maccas my bfriend. U sit bak.

She heard Kier's snort over the engine noise. Macca turned up the CD, and a twingy twangy country diva blasted Lily halfway out the window.

Bummer! Nothing went according to plan. Not to her plan, anyway.

Lily fixed her gaze on Kier's neck again. Remember our bargain, bro. Soon as we get there you go for a long walk, she seethed silently.

The Ford laboured as Macca dragged her off the main stretch and turned down Barton Road. By the time they hit Bell Sears Road, forty-five minutes and a lot of smashed tree limbs later, it sounded like emphysema.

Lily clung to the seatbelt as the Ford wallowed through potholes deep enough to lose a sheep in. She gave Kier death daggers – everyone knew the backseat passenger got all the bruises. She was about to elbow his head, accidentally-on-purpose, when the Ford lurched into the sunlight, hit the skids and sashayed sideways into a patch of shingle.

The engine sputtered and died, and Macca half turned to flash Lily his lazy grin. ‘You okay back there, babe?'

‘Shiny!' Lily felt her own mouth turning up in an answering grin. What was it with boys and cars? At least the diva had died with the engine, so she could get some silence while the guys pitched the tents. Macca wrenched the sticky door open, patting her bum as she stood up. She gave him a wedgie in return.

Kier nodded for her to pull the sleeping bags out, but Lily had better things to do.

There was no sand at Bell Sears Beach, just a rattle of shingle and gravel, long scarves of kelp and the famous Fisherman's Rocks and blowhole. Everything was scoured clean, pristine and deserted. The Ford squatted there like an intruder.

Lily sniffed the damp wind and headed for the rocky shelf of the Fisherman's Rocks. It had looked flat from the car, but now she saw it was seamed with long cracks coloured white with salt. She ventured out on the slick surface until her toes jutted over the edge of the shelf.

Below them the waves sucked and wheezed, lapping and splashing up a fine mist of spray. A hollow booming sound from her right must be the blowhole, which Macca said was just a few metres offshore.

Lily bent to dabble her hand, and tasted salt on her lips. The waves nipped playfully at her fingers, and then surged to swallow her hand to the wrist. The surface swam and heaved.

‘Watch it, Lil.' Her brother jerked her backwards from the brink.

‘Yeah, yeah.' Lily freed herself. ‘Don't you feel like going off for a walk, bro?'

‘Later,' said Kier. He turned to pick up the fishing rod he had apparently dropped as he came up behind her. ‘It'd be just too much if you fell in there,' he said.

‘Macca would rescue me,' said Lily, grinning at the thought.

‘What's that goopy face for?' demanded Kier. ‘Stick the sleeping bags in the tents. Make yourself useful.'

‘Later.' Lily sat down, hugging her knees, savouring the smell, the salt-scrubbed rock and the lack of human noise. She didn't even want to use her iPod.

She smiled up as Macca came along with his rod, giving her a quick rub on the head as he passed. She loved that he would rather go fishing than try to scam beers at the pub, or sleaze around in the mall. That affectionate rub on the head messed up her hair, but it beat being groped in the first five minutes.

I really like him, thought Lily, surprised. If Kier hadn't been there, spearing her with his slitty little brotherly eyes, she'd have jumped up and hugged Macca on the spot.

The boys sorted the fishing gear and cast out, but nothing exciting happened; not even a bite. Kier and Macca were off in some fishermen's dream, and Lily kept her mouth shut.

At about four o'clock a mean little wind sprang up, making the water slap against the rocks as the tide rolled in. A wave leapt up and over the lip of the rocks, advancing and retreating in a skirt of foam.

White horses, thought Lily, but she didn't say so. ‘My turn,' she suggested instead. ‘You did invite me to fish, Mac. Kier's just the supercargo.'

Kier sighed, and stretched across to pass her his rod without bothering to wind it in. ‘You do keep on, Lil.'

‘I do not! I never said a word.'

‘Okay, okay, but for God's sake don't do anything stu –' His voice cut off with a kind of gurgle as his foot slipped on the wet rocks.

Lily watched, bug-eyed, as her brother windmilled his arms and fell heavily on his bum. His feet shot up and she stifled a giggle. Now who looked stupid?

Kier jumped up as if the rock had burned him, but Lily could tell from the sudden whiteness around his mouth that he had hurt himself. She wiped the grin off her face and said, ‘Did you bruise your tailbone?'

Kier had his teeth clenched.

‘Rub it,' recommended Lily. ‘Macca won't tell anyone, will you, babe? And I won't.'

‘Tell anyone what?' Macca looked up from his rod. ‘Falling on your arse is nothing, mate. I do it just about every time I come here. Just try to fall away from the water. If you go in there …' He jabbed his thumb towards the sea and whistled.

‘Yeah, right,' muttered Kier. He gave Lily daggers and hobbled up towards the tents. His cut-offs had a dark patch as if he'd wet himself.

Macca put his arm round Lily. ‘Hang on to that rod, babe. It's me stepfather Wozza's, and he'll string me up if you lose it.'

Lily bounced the top of the rod, and felt it jerk in her hand. ‘I think it's snagged on a rock or something,' she said. ‘Kier dragged it across when he gave it to me.'

Macca said something under his breath – Lily had never heard him swear – and propped his own rod while he reached for hers. In that instant, as they fumbled the exchange, several things happened at once.

The sea heaved.

Lily saw Macca's rod toss suddenly, and slide towards the lip of rock. An incoming wave leapt and splashed over her feet, making her dance backwards, and Macca grabbed at his own rod, than apparently changed his mind and lunged for his stepfather's, instead.

Lily would have screamed if she'd had time, but she slipped in the ankle-deep water, staggered, and pitched forward, jarring her hands and banging her chin on the lip of rock. Pain shot through her from different points of her body, and a fresh wave slopped into her face, making her choke.

She backed up, wheezing and trying to get the water out of her eyes. She'd laugh it off in a minute, but just for now it was all too painful.

‘Lil? Lil!' Kier pounded over the shelf and dragged her upright.

‘Don't fuss,' she gasped, but Kier's hands were locked in her jacket, digging into her muscles.

‘What?' she snapped, blinking as more salt water stung her eyes.

‘Lil – Macca's gone!'

She stared, blinking automatically. ‘Gone? No he –' She looked about.

There was Macca's fishing bag, sliding greasily across the rocks on the heels of another wave. One of the rods was tossing in the swell, lolling in the water like kelp, but the other one was gone. And so was Macca.

Kier shook her again. ‘Lil! I think he's gone over the edge. Christ, you were right here. Didn't you see?'

Lily's mouth felt stiff, and she pushed Kier away and scrubbed at her eyes. ‘I got a face full of water. Oh, come on. He can't have gone in.'

Kier peered blankly into the heaving water, which suddenly spat a wave as high as his waist. ‘Christ!' His voice cracked. ‘Lil – he's gone.'

‘No.' All Lily felt was chilled disbelief. ‘He must have ducked up to the car for something.'

‘I just came from there.'

‘Or maybe he's hiding …' Lily knew she was babbling, but this just couldn't be happening. One moment she'd been brushing hands with Macca as he tried to free the rod, and the next everything had vanished under a wave.

She stared at Kier, appalled. Inside she was beginning to scream. ‘We've got to do something,' she croaked.

Kier nodded, jerking his head like a marionette. He held out his hand and Lily took it. Together, they moved as close to the lip as they could, and stared down into the swell. Lily willed Macca to surface like a merman, blow his sweep of hair out of his eyes, and grin up at her.

‘The rod's still there,' she said between stiff lips. ‘It was c-caught. He was t-trying to f-f-' The word slid into an anguished howl.

Later, she wondered why neither of them hadn't immediately run for help. Of course, there was no one there, but surely they could have called someone on her cell phone, or taken the car? She concluded that they hadn't thought of it because they'd known, subconsciously, that it was no good.

How long did Macca have? Three minutes? Four? Lily's mind struggled with the seconds-to-braindeath ratio.

‘We need to s-spread out,' she said. ‘In case he swam ashore along that way.' She waved vaguely to the left.

‘If he could swim, he'd have come out where he went in,' said Kier. ‘He must have been swept under … or hit his head.'

Another large wave rolled in, lifting the rod towards the shelf. Lily grabbed it, and drew it in, hurting her fingers on the taut line. The unreal feeling was still hanging over her. Here is the rod, said her mind disjointedly. It has stayed to float where it fell. But that is because it was snagged in the first place …

A sudden boom made her jump, and a spout of water leapt skywards. It was the blowhole … some freakish mini cave in the rocks just a short way offshore. The water was eddying in a strange way, uncertain about its direction.

‘Did you hear that?' she said abruptly.

‘I can't hear anything!' Kier's face was ghastly, drawn and wet with tears.

Lily replayed the sound inside her mind. Boom – splooooshhhh – titititititit as the blowhole spat itself at rock and water. And in between, there had been the slightest cry. It might have been a distant gull, but there were no gulls about …

‘It was Macca.' She said it flatly. ‘He's yelling for help.'

‘No, you're –' Kier broke off as Lily flung up her hands.

‘Listen!' she spat.

This time, she knew Kier heard the cry as well. They glanced at one another, drew breath and yelled ‘Macca!' at the top of their lungs.

The answer could have come from anywhere, but at last Lily accepted what her mind was telling her. Somehow, Macca was in, or behind, the blowhole.

‘The tide's still coming in,' she said. ‘We have to get to him now!'

Kier nodded sickly. ‘I'll try to get round there …'

‘It needs us both. We can use this. And the tent ropes.' Lily thrust the fishing rod at her brother, grabbed the knife from Macca's bag and slithered over the rock and up the shingle to the tents. Ruthlessly, she sawed through the nylon loops and dragged out as much rope as she could. Macca's tent had plain hemp rope, so she hacked that loose, too.

Kier had already stripped the reel, and he helped her knot the rope and fasten it through the sturdy rings of the fibreglass rod.

‘It'll have to be me that goes in,' she gabbled. ‘No, listen! You can drag me back, but I'm not strong enough to fish you out.'

Their earlier conversation replayed through her head. ‘It'd be just too much if you fell in there,' Kier had said, and she'd answered, ‘Macca would rescue me.'

She forced the trailing end of the rope through her belt, and knotted it, then sat on the ledge. Immediately a wave hit her in the chest, half-blinding her.

I can't do this, she thought, but she launched herself away, kicking hard against the rock shelf, and praying there were no jagged spikes to rip her apart.

Lily was a good swimmer, but the turbulent water around Fisherman's Rocks did not obey the same rules as the stuff in the Olympic pool. It bulged and reversed, tossing and sucking. Lily swallowed salt water, and fought to keep her nose above the surface. Any idea of striking out towards the blowhole was smashed, but she struggled and kicked and thrashed, catching her knee a painful blow on a submerged rock.

Her hands went down instinctively, and she gripped the rock and used it as an anchor while she got her legs under her and half crawled over the hidden surface. She had never felt so numb with terror before, but somehow she kept working her way around, pounded by the blowhole's water, until she was able to see behind it.

Macca was wedged in a crack, gasping air into his lungs whenever the swell allowed. Incredibly, he was clinging to the missing rod.

‘Let it go!' shrieked Lily, but he just stared at her and shook his head.

Lily tried to show him the rope, but he didn't seem to understand. In the end, she dragged herself over to him, locked her arm into the crack to which he clung, and struggled to pull the knot free.

‘No!' yelled Macca. ‘Take –' He thrust the rod at her, then swept his arm out and around the boiling blowhole. ‘I'll swim!' he screamed.

Lily clutched the rod in disbelief. He couldn't mean he wanted her to rescue that instead of him?

But he did.

In her terror, Lily forgot the tug she was supposed to use to let Kier know when to pull, and now a huge jerk dragged her free of the rock. She moaned as her head dipped under, then she choked, thrashed to the surface and went down again. As she fought her way up, she saw Macca had vanished from the rocks. Incredibly, he was swimming out to sea. Lily sank again, clawed up, and found herself being dragged through the water like a tangled water skier.

Kier, shaking like a very old man, lay flat on the rock shelf, winding the rope until he could grab the rod and haul Lily in like a waterlogged canoe.

He pulled, rolled and shoved her along until she grounded, gasped a few words and then threw up.

Lily lay there, crying, shaking and hurting all over. Her padded jacket had saved her from the worst abrasions, but she was half-convinced she had drowned after all. And Macca had either drowned or swum to Hawaii.

A hand closed over her shoulder. ‘You okay, babe?'

‘No, I'm bloody well not!' shrieked Lily.

Macca was blue with cold, and pouring water, but he managed a smile between chattering teeth. ‘Y-you g-got Wozza's rod okay!' he exulted. ‘N-now n-no one n-needs to kn-now!'

Lily stared at him blankly and then, in quiet hysteria, she began to laugh.
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On Sunday night, Macca dropped Lily and Kier home. Lily's hair was stringy with salt, and she had a sore chin and scraped hands, but she managed a smile for Dad.

‘Kieran, you're limping,' said Dad, sharp-eyed.

‘Yeah, I fell over on my bum,' said Kier.

‘You were right, Dad. You want to watch those rocks.'

‘Hm,' said Dad. ‘I see you didn't catch any fish.'

‘Kier caught one,' said Lily, ‘but it wasn't the kind you eat … unless you're a cannibal.'

‘Eh?' said Dad.

‘Nothing,' said Lily, smiling. ‘I'm going to have a shower …'
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The rear of our station wagon skidded to a halt less than a metre from a vast pit of junk. Dust swirled and gulls flapped past the passenger-side window, squawking insanely.

‘You nearly ran over them,' I protested. ‘Real mature, Dave.'

My nineteen-year-old brother laughed.

Outside, the air was much worse than the dull, burger smell inside the car. I hated going to the dump. Especially with my brother.

The council dump was a vast wasteland. In the middle, new rubbish accumulated in a huge pit until dug under by a pair of roving tractors.

Dave saw me staring at the mess, looking unhappy. ‘Come on, slacker. Let's get this done.'

He opened the tailgate and inspected the pile of cardboard boxes and plastic bags Dad and Mum had filled with junk from the attic. I was set to go into Year 10 next year, so Dad reckoned it was time for a clean-up.

Dave dragged out a Gladbag bulging with old curtains, swung it around his head and let it sail across the pit. It plunged into a tangle of rusty wire. Next he took hold of a cardboard box full of magazines. The box hit with a resounding crash, right on top of a mostly intact window frame. Glass shattered and gulls flapped into the air, complaining like my younger sister, Sam, after I'd pinched her M&Ms. On the back of a smallish two-tonne truck parked next to us a young bloke in grey overalls stopped tossing big calico bags into the tip in order to cheer.

‘Let's see you top that shot!' Dave jabbed me in the ribs.

I grabbed a bag at random and heaved at it. The knot came apart. The bag was stuffed with toys.

‘Hey, these are mine!'

Dave glanced into the bag. ‘It's junk.' He thumped my shoulder. ‘Don't look at it, just toss it!'

I'd already spotted a flattened toy pig made out of fuzzy pink material, with a cute plastic face and tiny sad beads for eyes. ‘Hey, it's Errol!' I said. ‘When I was a little kid he was my best friend.'

Dave snatched him from me and flung him into the bag. ‘Come on, or we'll never finish.'

I snatched him back. ‘I liked Errol.'

Dave's face scrunched up with disgust. ‘You're such a baby. Why don't you grow up?'

He was always goading me. ‘I was only saying –'

‘Squeaky toy pigs are for babies. You'll be expecting us to change your nappies next.'

Dave had never liked Errol, I remembered. Just to stir me, he used to give Errol a Chinese burn, twisting his sawdust-filled body and making him squeal. I'd get really mad.

Dumb. Both of us.

For a moment I stood there, holding Errol fondly. Then I squeezed him, remembering the cheery oinkoink noise he'd make when you did that. The only sound that came out of him was a low burp. I tried it again. Nothing.

‘See?' said Dave, his hairy nostrils widening as though he could smell something worse than the stench of the tip. ‘It's useless.'

Suddenly I was angry at Errol. I'd been about to defy Dave and hold onto the old toy, but the stupid piece of junk didn't even work any more. I rammed it into the bag, twisted the top and flung it out across the dump. As the bag arched through the air, everything spilled out. With an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach, I watched Errol tumble away from the rest and land on a filthy pile of garbage bags. Maybe it was childish, but it made me feel sad.

Then my attention caught on something poking from the sea of bags.

‘Dave,' I said, ‘what's that?'

‘What's what?'

‘Looks like a hand.' I swallowed, seeing clearly the bent and bloodied fingers.

‘Don't be stupid! It's probably a store dummy.'

As usual, he was wrong.
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The police arrived within minutes of the truckbloke's call, in three cars with flashing lights. One man waded into the sea of rubbish wearing plastic coveralls. Apart from his movement the place had gone still. The tractors had been switched off and the gulls were gone.

The man examined the spot I pointed out, poked around then looked back toward the sergeant in charge and nodded. The sergeant talked into his radio. Then they taped off an area of the tip nearest the body, blocked the entrance to the dump with a patrol car and began asking questions. After a while a big white van with ‘Forensic Science Unit' written on it arrived and the retrieval of the body began in earnest.

‘So when did you notice the hand?' a policeman asked me.

‘My pig landed right there. That's why I looked.'

‘Pig?'

‘A stupid toy from when he was a kid,' Dave commented. The policeman frowned at him and he shut up instantly. I grinned.

But the policeman realised soon enough that neither of us knew anything about anything. Likewise the bloke in the truck. So he took our details and told us we could go.

As our car bone-rattled out of the dump, I saw that the police had freed the corpse and were carrying it on a stretcher up toward the waiting van.

Maybe I should've asked them to rescue Errol while they were at it. For a second I wanted to make Dave go back. But I said nothing. What did it matter anyway? Errol was just a broken toy and he'd have to fend for himself.

Oddly, a wave of guilt washed over me at that thought. I felt as though I'd callously abandoned an old friend.

Someone had tossed that human corpse in there, not caring about it at all. I thought maybe I'd done the same thing with Errol.
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Things got worse. Later that afternoon I was taking our dog for a walk. Boney's a Jack Russell terrier – hyperactive and yappy, even though he's old. The streets around our house are pretty quiet though, so I used to let him off the leash sometimes, when I was sick of having my shoulder dislocated.

This time it was a very bad idea. I'd just unhooked the leash when I heard the sound of a car coming from further down the street. I checked where Boney was – over the other side of the street, sniffing at a suspicious patch of grass. Okay, so long as he stayed there! The car came closer. I glanced at it. It was a sports model, dark blue and travelling way too fast for a fifty-limited residential area.

Boney barked. Now he was staring at me.

‘Stay there, you stupid mutt!' I yelled.

He didn't. He shot out in front of the car. A horrible yelping came from him, ending in a groan. A face leered at me from the driver's window. The man was about thirty, with a narrow unshaven chin and curly brown hair. He snarled something that was probably obscene then accelerated away, turning right into Rock Gully Road. A few seconds later he'd gone. Hit-and-run. Least he could've done was stop and help. I hadn't even thought to memorise his number plate.

Poor Boney had been seriously hurt. He tried to stand but his back leg was at an angle that was all wrong. He flopped down and gazed up at me with watery-eyed appeal.

‘We'll get help, boy!' I whispered.

A middle-aged woman came out of one of the houses; she'd seen the whole thing. ‘They always go too fast!' she said. She volunteered to drive Boney and me back home.

Dave had gone off to the pub, but Dad bundled Boney into the car. Waiting for the vet's verdict was nerve-racking, especially as poor Boney looked so miserable. He'd gone quiet, which seemed even worse than when he was whimpering.

In the end, everything was okay, though. Boney would live and could be fixed up – at a cost, of course. More money than we could afford, I knew. But Dad wouldn't let them put our old dog down. I heard him talking to Mum on his phone. ‘I'll do some overtime,' he said. ‘We can't just abandon him. He's been part of the family for years.' Dad's a real hero when it matters.

‘Makes me feel bad about Errol,' I said to my sister Sam that evening while we were watching telly.

‘Errol? Who's Errol?' She flicked a peanut at me.

‘Quit that!' I said, flicking the peanut back at her. I explained about the pig and the dump, but she didn't really get why I'd care about an old toy.

‘You don't toss something important away just ‘cause it's old and broken. We looked after Boney, didn't we? I should've done the same for Errol.'

She laughed. ‘You're a real dork, Jess, you know that. Boney's a dog. He's alive. The toy isn't.'

‘Yeah, yeah. But I used to think of Errol as a friend. The least I could've done was treat him with respect. It's about good memories, you know?'

She threw more peanuts at me, laughing and oinking.

We watched the local news and they had a bit on the body we'd found at the dump. My name was even mentioned.

‘It's like one of those CSI shows.' Sam was all wide-eyed. ‘They don't have a clue about the dead guy, do they?'

They'd said that the victim remained unidentified, though it had been confirmed he was murdered.

‘They'll do DNA testing and stuff,' I pointed out.

‘What if he's not on record? And there are no clues about who did him in …' She leapt at me, shrieking. ‘Except you!'

‘Get off me!'

‘You found the body. You might know something.' Her face was screwed up into what she imagined was a scary killer's snarl. ‘He'll come after you, Jess. You're dead meat.'

‘Cut it out, Sam,' snapped Mum. ‘We're trying to watch the news.'

Sam sat back on the lounge. Then she leaned close. ‘And the dead man'll be pretty aggro too, eh?' She suddenly began lurching around like a zombie, making ghostly noises.

‘Sam! Do we have to send you to your room?'

She withdrew, pouting.

Later she said the only sensible thing she'd managed all evening. I was still feeling bad about Errol, wishing I'd taken him to one of the charity places. Dumping him into a pile of stinking rubbish didn't seem right. He deserved better.

Sam grabbed my arm. ‘Let's go find him.'

‘What?'

‘If you're gonna get all knotted up about it, let's go to the tip and fetch him.'

‘The police'll still be there.'

She waved her hands around in a gesture of excited determination. She'd really twigged to the idea now. ‘I know how we can get in. It's a cinch!'

‘It's a dumb idea. We'll get in trouble.'

Sam's big eyes studied me for a moment with mock contempt. ‘You want to be a wimp all your life, Jess?'
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Next afternoon, after the tip's closing time, we set off on our mission of mercy. Dave was off somewhere hooning with his mates, Dad was at the pub and Mum at her yoga class; we had a few hours grace. The dump wasn't too far away – just along Rock Gully Road a few kilometres. In the late summer twilight, having crawled through a hole in the hurricane-wire fence, we lay side-by-side on filthy grass and gravel staring down at the still-distant tip face and the police crime scene. It was as quiet as a graveyard, if smellier.

‘What if they see us?' I said.

Sam was staring toward the police vans through binoculars. ‘Not much going on,' she muttered. She handed the binoculars to me. ‘Have a look.'

No movement, no policemen, nothing. Not even gulls. Maybe they'd all gone home for the night.

‘Let's get closer,' she said.

I began to protest but it was too late. She was off, scrambling down the slope like a cross between a crab and a mountain goat.

Giving in, I scrambled after her. She crept right into the cordoned-off area in front of the police vans.

‘Hey, don't!' I half-whispered.

‘No one's here,' she replied softly. ‘Now's your chance. You want to do this or not?'

I slipped under the crime-scene tape and joined her.

‘Where'd you toss Errol?' she asked.

The rubbish piled everywhere had become a dark, shadowy swampland in the fading light. I pointed toward where I thought the dead man had been.

Sam frowned. ‘I'm not goin' in that mess. Errol's yours. You go.'

For a moment I imagined the policemen in blue coveralls searching through the rubbish for clues. They're tossing lumps of wood and old newspapers and bags of kitchen scraps aside. I can almost see one of the men reaching down into the junk. ‘Look at this!' he whispers.

He holds out his hand. His fingers grasp a small, pink object. I recognise it and my heart thuds hard against my ribs. The guilt I feel in abandoning Errol surges up again.

The cop squeezes the toy. Its sick ‘oink-oink' isn't the sound he's supposed to make, but at least it's a sound.

‘Cute, eh?' the policeman says.

His arm draws back and tosses Errol into the darkness. My eyes try to follow the toy's imagined trajectory.

‘Where are you, Errol?' I whispered.

‘What?' said Sam, nudging me. It jerked me out of my dream.

‘Um, I reckon Errol could be anywhere. Everything's been moved around.'

‘So what'll we do?'

Then I heard it. Oink-oink.

‘Hear that?' I said.

‘Hear what?'

Oink-oink.

‘That! It's Errol.'

Time seemed to squeeze into a hard knot. In a sort of daze, I stepped over the edge of the pit. Sam tried to stop me, but I pushed her away. Rubbish boiled up around my thighs. My Reeboks slipped on a slimy plastic bag; I plunged in further, grabbing for support. Something sharp scraped against my shin.

Oink-oink.

Errol was calling me!

I forced myself on, pushing aside broken pottery, rusted pots, tins that sloshed as they tumbled away. My left foot sank into something thick and oily. Wire and tangled strands of plastic grabbed at me. I felt myself taken and fought back against the dark currents trying to drag me under.

Oink-oink.

That way! I pulled free of unseen claws, guided by Errol's call. It wasn't far now. I could do it. I knew I could. My head swam, the stink of the rubbish so intense it was like breathing grit. My consciousness wavered in and out of the darkness.

Oink-oink.

Was I really hearing Errol? After all, he was in the middle of the dump. There was no one there to squeeze him, even ignoring the fact that his mechanism hadn't been working before.

Oink-oink.

I shoved aside a bent aluminium frame; magazines, cans and plastic bottles careened down a sudden surge in the sea of rubbish.

Oink-oink.

I gasped.

Something was there in the darkness and shadows. Just ahead of me. A chill ran along my arms and legs. It looked like a human figure. A man.

The ghostly shape held out its hand. Its fingers, like tendrils made of solid shadow, held a small, pink object. I recognised it and my heart thudded hard against my ribs. I knew what it meant.

This was the man who'd been murdered! Maybe, by abandoning Errol the way I had, I'd created a bond between the pig and the ghost of the murder victim, who'd also been abandoned in the dump. Now he wanted something more from me. He wanted to show me something.

‘What?' I whispered, half delirious.

The ghost squeezed Errol. The toy's ‘oink-oink' sounded like a moan of despair.

‘I don't know what you want,' I yelled.

Suddenly Errol dropped into a thick patch of darkness. Even as my eyes followed the toy's fall – a pale smear trailing through the shadows – I saw the phantom's contours scatter like fog caught by a sudden wind. When I tried to focus on it, the shape had gone.

‘Errol,' I whispered.

Oink-oink.

I fought my way forward a few more steps. Close now. I grabbed toward the spot where I'd seen the pig disappear. Something scratched me: a line of nails in a cracked board that was pressing down on Errol's voice box, making him cry out. I pushed the board off and my fingers closed around the soft form of my childhood toy.

Oink-oink.

My fingers took hold of something else, too. Something leathery.
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My clothes were torn, my arms and legs scratched and bloody, and the buzzing in my ears had become an overpowering roar. I'd felt myself sinking, lost this time for sure. But suddenly a big, beefy hand grasped my arm and held me firm. It pulled me up out of the murk.

‘You okay, kid?' A large man was shining a torch at me. The glare obscured his face.

I nodded, breathing greedily. The ground under my knees felt so solid and reliable, I almost laughed. Sam was there, too, staring down at me in concern.

‘Aren't you the kid who found the corpse the other day?' the policeman said.

‘Yeah.'

‘What are you doing back here?'

‘Rescuing someone,' I said.

‘Rescuing someone?'

‘Errol.'

He clearly thought I was crazy. Sam clung to me as though I might accidentally slip back into the rubbish.

‘I've called an ambulance,' the policeman added. ‘You were lucky. That place is treacherous at the best of times. Dunno how you got past me.'

‘You weren't even here,' Sam said accusingly.

The policeman looked embarrassed. ‘Who's this Errol?' he asked.

‘My toy pig.' I held up my hand. Errol was there all right, but under the toy, clenched in my fingers, was something else.

‘What's that?' The policeman took it and examined it with the torch. He glanced at me, frowning. ‘It's a wallet,' he said.

‘It was buried in the rubbish.'

‘Whose wallet is it?' asked Sam.

The policeman examined it then looked straight into my eyes. ‘I think I've seen this guy around here. Yesterday, hanging around outside the gate. You know him?'

He showed me the driver's licence from the wallet, shining his torch on it so I could see the features of the man in the photo.

I'd thought the wallet might have belonged to the dead bloke, but it didn't. The face was that of the driver who'd hit Boney. I recognised his nasty sneer and curly brown hair.

A gull squawked overhead, somewhere in the dark.

‘He nearly killed our dog yesterday,' I said. ‘Hit-and-run. His car headed down Rock Gully Road, coming here I guess.'

‘Is that so?'

‘What's his wallet doing here?'

The policeman looked thoughtful. His torchlight played over the wallet. He glanced down at me and grinned. ‘Perhaps our killer has been very very careless. No doubt he came here yesterday to see if he could find it again. But we were still at work.' He chuckled. ‘Quite a bit of luck, you finding it like that.'

It wasn't luck, I wanted to say. ‘Do you believe in ghosts?' I asked instead.

The policeman scowled. Sam and he exchanged a glance.

‘Ghosts?' Sam said.

‘Maybe the murdered man lured me to the spot, using Errol.'

‘What? You're kidding, right?'

I laughed, dismissing the idea. ‘Sure. What d'you reckon?'

No one would believe me. Geez, I couldn't really believe it myself.

‘Let's go home,' I said.

From somewhere above, carried on the night wind, I imagined I heard Errol's oink-oink. I looked out across the darkened mounds of refuse and clutched the little pig to my chest.

Oink-oink.

Perhaps Errol was telling the ghost he could go home, too.

My toy pig had definitely got his voice back.
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Really

I didn't expect anyone to understand. The look on Mum and Dad's faces when it was all over told me that they didn't. But if you asked me if I'd do it again, I'd give you one of my best pearlies.

You bet I would have. Well, maybe a bit differently.

Mareka was beautiful. Not ordinary, magazine, head-turning beautiful. She was haven't-slept-fordays, can't-concentrate-on-anything beautiful. I've been known to get carried away, but this was different.

Trust me.

‘You have got to get over this.'

That was Dash. I must have been talking out loud again. I have a few annoying habits and that's just one.

‘She's so out of your league, you might as well be living in a parallel universe.'

Dash carried around a book called The Outsider. He took it everywhere. It was by a French guy, Albert Camus. It told the story of Meursault, who is convicted of murder and faces execution, not because of the evidence against him, but because he never cried at his mother's funeral. The illogic of it ate Dash up and made him a big fan of things making sense.

‘Your obsession with her doesn't make sense.'

Dash and I had been friends since we were kids and he was smart. Smarter than anyone I knew.

‘I've got to get her to notice me.'

Welcome to my second annoying habit. Not listening to anyone when I really wanted something. No matter how smart they were.

Mareka flung back her hair and it swung around her in slow motion like those shampoo ads. Thousands of sparkling strands of perfect hair, a smile that promised the world and a laugh that curled right into your bones.

‘You have got to get over it. I'm telling you, Rev.' Dash clipped me on the back of the head with his book. He called me Rev because he spoke French. Dreamer in French is reveur. I have a habit of dreaming. A lot.

The bell clanged around the school, barging through my thoughts of Mareka like a wrecking ball. The day crash-landed back to its normal faded redbrick, asphalt and pasty-faced colours.

If she really was in a parallel universe, I was packing my bags and heading straight there.
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The Ride Home

If I rode my bike along Empire Drive, round by the timber yard and past the rows of grapevines that poked out of the ground like fingers of arthritic old women, I'd end up in Paradise.

Paradise Estate was where the rich lived. Where Mareka lived with her parents. A million miles from where I lived.

I'd already worked out what I'd say if Mareka caught me in front of her house and gave me a ‘you're-a-crazy-stalker' look. I was in training to be a triathlete. Most girls loved a guy who took care of himself. A guy who worked out. I read it in a men's mag and knew it was a con but I figured I'd use it anyway.

I waited behind one of the fountains that frothed on either side of the entrance gates of the estate. Sometimes kids from my part of town would ride over just to put detergent in them and watch the groundsman go nuts. He did. Every time. With them behind trees laughing it up. Kids' stuff. I might have smirked at it once but I was way beyond that now.

‘Rev, good to see you, my son.' The groundsman's beard was as long as his robe. ‘Come on in. She's waiting for you.'

I imagined it like this, complete with angels singing in the background, until a car pulled up in front of the gates.

A window hummed down and a slim hand, wrist dripping gold charms, reached out to enter a number on the keypad. The gates opened. The car turned left into a tree-lined avenue, giving me a three second gap between it disappearing and the gates shutting me out. I got pretty good at the timing.

Passing into Paradise, the sky became postcard blue. Almost fake. The air felt cleaner, like any hint of dirt or lost hope had been vacuumed up. I cycled under a corridor of well-watered trees and past roofless, lowriding beemers, Saabs and Lexus 4WDs.

Paradise Estate was part of Dash's problem with my not making sense. There were five of us kids living with Mum and Dad out past Blindman's Ridge. No trees lined our streets, apart from a few scraggy, drought-starved bottlebrushes and no fancy cars either, if you didn't count old Perce McGovern's ancient Mercedes in his front yard. He'd been working on it for years but never managed to even get her started.

Mareka's house was in the upper end of the estate. Even places like this had a pecking order and Mareka's dad was head of the coop.

I lay my bike behind an azalea bush in the park across the street and prepared to wait. For a glimpse into her life. Into the world where I belonged.

The front door opened and Mareka walked out in beige cargo shorts and a little red T-shirt. Her hair was wound up behind her head and stuck through with a pencil, letting curled brown strands halo round her face. She barefooted it down the drive and bent to collect the mail. She was perfect. Like someone had worked for months to sculpt her. All marble skin and smooth edges.

I could have stayed and watched that moment forever.

If a lady beetle hadn't chosen to crawl up my nose. I whacked myself in the head a little harder than I intended, which gave me the beginnings of a headache and squashed the little sucker up my schnoz. I sneezed, which luckily dislodged it, sending the newly deceased bug flying onto the road.

Mareka looked up. I sucked myself into the hedge. She collected the mail and went back inside. Every step was like being dipped in pure sweetness. Like those ads with people splashing around in oversized ice-creams. Heaven.

[image: Images]

How to Recognise True Love

There are loads of examples that proved we were meant for each other. Here are just a few.

She smiled at me when she was running late for soccer practice and I let her go in front of me in the tuckshop line.

She likes the colour blue. So do I.

She thinks soccer's a better game than football. I know that's a fact but not everyone gets it. She and I do.

Last week in the library, I gave her a book she was looking for even though I needed it for an assignment due the next day. I failed but it was worth it.

If she'd looked and seen me in the park across the street, she would have loved me from that very moment. She would have seen me for who I really was. Don't ask me how I know. Some things are just true and you have to trust that.
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An Honourable Man

A red Alfa Spider pulled into the drive. Mareka's dad. He wore an Armani suit over his bulked-up body and smiled into the rear-vision mirror as he swept a hand through his thick, grey-streaked hair.

He was about to get out when the tinny sound of a phone floated upwards. He opened it with a measured flick. His sunglassed face gave nothing away. With one word the call was over.

There were rumours about Mareka's dad at school. Shady deals, backhanders to local government, even one about a guy who'd accused him of fraud. The guy was found, kneecaps cactus, lying face down and caught in willow roots at the bend of the river.

He stepped out of the Spider and the door closed with an expensive fffttt.

He stepped across the manicured lawn to the door, which was when his phone fell out of his pocket. He went inside. Not noticing.

I stared at the phone.

It was a sign. A sign that I was supposed to be with Mareka. Mum'd be mad at me. She'd made me promise I'd be home to help with dinner and I was already running late, but you can't have fate hand you a ticket like that and throw it back in her face. That would be impolite.

I pushed my bike across the street and dumped it on the footpath and ran across the lawn. Picking up the phone, I fixed my hair and turned to the house.

That's when the phone rang. There wouldn't be time to call Mareka's dad before it rang out. I stared at it sitting small and silver in my hand. What if it was important? What if it was a call he had to get? I had to think fast.

I'd answer it and relay the message and he'd be impressed by my honesty and quick thinking.

Before I could say anything, a quiet gravelly voice spoke. ‘It's on. Midnight. Fish yards. Sweet merchandise just as you ordered.'

A loud click sent the phone dead.

What was on? Sweet merchandise? What was I supposed to do? It was dodgy, no doubt. I couldn't tell Mareka's dad. He'd know I knew. Then he'd have to do away with me. He might have me kneecapped. I was puny enough for him to do it himself. Worse, I'd blow any chance I had of being with Mareka.

She opened the door in her soccer uniform. My brain emptied. This girl could wear anything and look good.

‘Hi, Mareka, I …' quickly ran out of anything else to say.

She looked at my outstretched hand. ‘That's Dad's phone.' She threw a sports bag over her shoulder. ‘What are you doing with it?'

‘I was passing. On my bike.' I turned and pointed to the footpath to prove it. ‘Triathlete training. Your dad dropped it. My name's Rev. From school.'

I stuttered like Perce McGovern's old Mercedes trying to start up.

Mareka's dad appeared behind her with a glass swilling ice and whiskey.

‘Who is it, sweetheart?'

There was a pause. ‘Rev's from school.' She smiled. ‘He found your phone.'

Her dad's hand flew to his coat pocket. ‘Must have fallen out.' He took it. ‘Good lad.'

He saw Mareka's smile aimed straight at me. His jawbones worked through his tanned cheeks.

‘Why don't you get Rev a drink, love? He looks hot.'

‘Sure.' Mareka dropped her bag and turned into the house.

Mareka's dad swivelled the ice in his glass. He sipped slowly and swallowed. ‘That was a good thing you did. Honourable. You don't find that too often these days.'

‘Thanks, I …'

He grabbed my collar with his free hand and lifted me from the ground. ‘If you mess with my daughter, I'll mess with you.'

‘Okay.' I would have said more but I was finding it hard to breathe.

‘Good.' He dropped me to the floor and hugged me for a second before he let me go. He brushed out my creased collar. ‘I find it's better to be straight right from the start.'

Mareka snuck out from behind him and handed me a juice.

‘There's my angel.' He kissed her on the head.

His phone rang. He looked at the screen. ‘Better get this. Don't be long, honey. You'll be late for training.'

I'd imagined being alone with Mareka for so long, pictured every second. Now that it was happening, I was too scared to speak in case I wrecked it. I downed the juice in one go.

‘You were thirsty.'

‘Yeah.'

Silence.

‘I should go,' she said.

‘Okay.'

I handed back the glass as slowly as I could without seeming super-creepy, and headed for my bike. ‘See ya.'

‘Hey.'

I almost tripped over my feet, I spun round so fast. ‘Yeah?'

‘You're the guy from the library. The one who gave me that chemistry book.'

I could think of nothing more to do than blush and say, ‘Yeah.'

She walked over. ‘Thanks for handing back my dad's phone. Most of the jerks I know would have stolen it in a second.'

‘Really?' I tried to sound genuinely shocked. I knew heaps of kids who'd trade in their gran for a new phone.

 I shook my head. ‘People amaze me sometimes.' I was aiming to impress with my philosophical side, which was mostly Dash's philosophical side that I borrowed when I thought it would be useful.

‘Me too. Rev, isn't it?'

And there it was. The smile that made me realise we were destined for each other.

I heard birds sing.

‘Yeah. Rev.'

God don't let me die in the next few seconds.

She snuck a look back at the house. ‘It'll mean a lot to my dad. That you gave his phone back. He's had a hard time lately. People letting him down. The police coming round and saying if he makes one wrong move, they'll get him. They're obsessed with him. My dad's a good man. One of the best, but I know what some people say about him.'

I couldn't let on that I'd heard most of it. ‘He seems like a good guy to me. Even gave me a hug.'

Mareka threw her hands over her eyes. ‘Oh, did he? Sorry about that. He's big on hugs. He didn't kiss you, did he?'

Her dad opened the door. ‘Mareka, let's go, sweet pea.'

‘I'll see you at school.'

She ran to the house. My heart skipped after her. Lost forever. Father and daughter stood on the doorstep. His arm around her. They waved. Happy families.

I knew I had to save Mareka's dad from making that one wrong move.
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The Drop Off

I wore black. It seemed fitting. Black jeans, skivvy, beanie and sunglasses, although the glasses made it hard to see and I crashed into a wire fence, so I had to ditch them.

I was in the fish yards. Rows of sheds lined up next to each other, clustered like barnacles at the edge of the harbour and mired in the inky smell of the sea and hosed-out fish guts. A wharf reached out into the murky waters, empty – all the boats having long gone for night fishing. Trucks'd be here in a few hours ready to ice the morning's catch and crate them all over the state.

I'd snuck out, which probably wasn't a smart move since Mum was still angry at me for not making it home in time to help out with dinner. I hated disappointing her but if she knew it was for love, she'd understand. She was a real softy.

The lights from the city ricocheted off the harbour and saved the yards from being a total ad for depression. A skinny bulge of moon gave me all the light I needed to look around. I pressed the light on my watch. 11:45 pm. Almost time.

My plan? What plan? All I wanted to do was make sure none of whatever was going on was traceable to Mareka's dad. I know it wasn't very specific, but I was new to playing hero.

At the end of the row of sheds a truck was half hidden from view. I guessed this must have been the sweet merchandise old gravelly mentioned. If the cops were sniffing around Mareka's dad, I had to get this guy out of here before they picked up his scent.

I rode closer. The driver was out to it in the cabin. Head back, mouth wide open.

I looked around.

My palms were sweating like they were leaking water. It could have been the skivvy and beanie. The wind blew cold off the ocean but I was burning up.

I climbed onto the step below the door. The window was open. I shook the guy, but he kept sleeping. I snuck another look over my shoulder.

‘Hey, mate. You gotta get out of here. You hear me?' I shook him again. ‘You gotta …'

That's when he fell. Wilted headfirst onto the steering wheel, landing on the horn. It echoed around the empty yards like a beached whale calling for help.

I cranked open the door and tried to heave him off the horn.

‘Come on, mate. You gotta help me out here.'

I jammed my foot on to the dashboard for support and hoisted both his shoulders back. He slammed into the seat, bouncing against the creaking springs.

I breathed relief at the quiet, until I realised how cold he was. Real cold.

Dead cold.

I felt his chest. Nothing. I was holding a dead man. I tried to back away but he fell against me, pushing me out of the truck and slamming with me into the ground. I lay there, head aching, this guy splayed all over me.

There was a creak. I looked up to see the truck's wheels begin to roll towards my head.

I pushed hard against the guy and shoved him off me. He landed face down but at least I knew it wouldn't hurt.

I scrambled to my feet and looked into the truck. The handbrake had been released. The guy's leg must have kicked it as he fell out. I caught hold of the door and jumped into the cabin with a little more gusto than I should have. My already sore head banged into the guy's workbag that was in a hold above the driver's seat. The bag and everything in it rained around me.

The truck was gaining speed, heading to the edge of the wharf.

My foot slammed on the brake but a tin of condensed milk had jammed in the way. At least I now knew what probably killed him. The floor was swimming with them.

Lights spilled into the yard like a Hollywood alien invasion. From out of the shadows police cars tore towards me, sirens screaming and megaphones blaring.

‘Stop the truck! Stop the truck!'

Thanks for the advice.

Spot on midnight. It was a set-up.

The edge of the wharf was getting closer. I tried to kick the tin out of the way. It wouldn't budge. I pulled on the handbrake but it was worse than useless. The truck slowed a little but by now it had gained a lot of speed. I couldn't see through the blaze of lights tearing towards me. I turned round just in time to see the engulfing black of the harbour and the reflected city lights rushing at me.

It was pretty, in a grimy kind of way.

I don't remember much after that. Just the throbbing pain in my head, something trickling into my eyes and the smell of fish as the truck hit the ocean.
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All Over

The hardest part was seeing Mum and Dad so upset. I'd never seen my dad cry before. Ever. My brothers and sisters stared and hugged, like they were watching TV and were trying to work out what was real and what wasn't. Perce had managed to get the Mercedes working and he offered it as the hearse. Most of the kids from my class were there and some of the teachers. Dash stood near his mum and dad. He was quiet and when it came time to approach the grave for last respects, he threw in his copy of The Outsider. I was touched. It was the most important thing he owned.

I'd miss Dash. There was a lot of history between us.

Mareka was there too with her dad. She was wearing a black dress that clung to all her curves and she held a branch of frangipani flowers. Her dad wore sunglasses. I couldn't tell exactly, but I think he was crying. He knew from the mess of that night that he'd been set up and that I took the fall. He'd just never know how I knew. Or how I got involved. No one would.

I'd never planned on dying so young and I can think of better ways to die. Saving Mareka from a crazed killer, for instance; not quite making a huge turn in the half pipe on my bike during the world championships; or even eating a truckload of condensed milk.

Here lies Rev.

He loved his friend Dash,

Mareka and condensed milk.

A couple of guys up here told me I'd do a bit of crying during the early days. Then it'd pass. They were right. When you're sitting where I am, you know everything will be okay. With a bit of time.

Trust me!

[image: Images]





[image: Images]

Inner city dawn, grey shadows in an old back lane. An urban fox, its plumy tail mangy, has found an interesting scent. Yum, carrion. It tracks, stopping at the squat plastic of a jumbo waste bin, upright, closed. The only bin in the lane, and the source of the smell.

One thing the fox has learnt – and it is clever – is that bins can tip, the lid flipping open. It knows a hidey-hole nearby, where rotting fence wood leads to the under-floor of a rickety garage. There it settles, waiting, nostrils on alert even while snoozing.

The sun rises, heating the black plastic. Flies collect, but can't enter. Not so a steady stream of black ants. The fox's paws twitch in its sleep. Midafternoon, kids are released from primary school, and take forbidden short cuts home. Pelting down the lane comes a cutesy little girl, pink animal slides in her curls. A boy her age follows full-tilt.

‘Give it here!'

‘Shan't!' but he's catching up. She glances back … and collides with the bin. It goes flying, and the fox wakes with a jerk. The girl, sitting up, wails. The boy, skidding to a stop, wrestles for the mobile phone she holds. And then they both shriek.

The bin has fallen on its side, revealing: a young man, his eyes open, unseeing, dried blood dyeing his shirt front rust-red.

A fox knows when it's beaten. It heads for a nearby house, where overfed cats are easily monstered for their leftovers.
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Detective Sergeant Phillips glares at his teenage nephew.

‘Get out of the car!'

‘No way!' says Ben Yakov. ‘You agreed to be the subject of my creative writing assignment. You said I could follow you for two days, recording whatever happens. So far it's been making coffee and fetching takeaways. Gimme a break.'

‘You can't attend a crime scene.'

‘C'mon, I've never seen a dead body before.'

‘All right! But you stay in the car. And when I say, you go home.'

The unmarked police car dodges through the inner city streets. It enters the network of laneways, bumping over cobbles. Up an incline, a squad car blocks the way, with constables reeling out crime scene tape.

Phillips gets out; Ben winds the window down to catch the cop-talk.

‘… call came in from a mobile, coupla little kids …'

‘… our lot thought it was a hoax …'

‘… then this woman rang, said her daughter came home screaming blue murder about a body …'

Ben can't see much beyond the bulk of the cops, except the wheelie bin, and a still, pale arm, outstretched. People are gathering uphill behind the tape, sticky-beaking. He sticky-beaks back, then ducks down when he sees a mop of red hair with a green streak. Surely not Nina, from school?
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Kate Farrelly might be ex-police, but she still walks as if she has a gun on her hip, a swinging stride, eyeballing passers-by for possible trouble. Even in her security guard's uniform, people step aside for her.

‘Should we be here?' Nina Bates asks. ‘I mean, if there's a body?'

‘You're doing a creative writing assignment,' Kate says. ‘And writing needs excitement.' She waves at the nearest cop. ‘Besides it's on my patch, and I know these guys. GIDDAY PIPSY!'

Nina winces – as does Detective Phillips. Kate might be her mum's oldest, bestest friend, but she's still scary. Kate hangs back as the pair talk brief shop. Phillips nods and Kate swings one long leg over the tape. She joins the group by the bin.

One look, and Kate returns to Nina, looking grim. ‘Back to the Fortress!'

Which is what Kate calls the gated community in the next street, where she does security for rich people.

‘What's happened?'

‘The body's Daniel Nowak, the boss's son.'

‘In the wheelie bin?' Nina makes a face. ‘The guy you said was cute but trouble?'

‘Not any more.'

As they near the big iron gates of the Fortress, they see a thin, gangly figure waiting at the bus stop. Nina stares. Isn't that Ben Yakov, who was bragging about doing his assignment on his uncle the detective?

Their gaze meets, and Ben winces. Just like his uncle.

‘Er, hi Nina …'
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Kate and Detective Phillips sit in the control room of the Fortress, among the flickering screens of the security cameras. Nina's next door, Kate's office, listening by the open door. Nobody told her not to, right? It's fascinating, how an informal police interview becomes two crime pros comparing notes.

‘When's rubbish night, Kate?'

‘Varies around here. For that street – Wednesday, I think.'

‘That's when the neighbours said the Minhs went on holiday. And left their bin out.'

‘Only a few hundred metres from the Fortress,' says Kate.

‘A message? Nowak Senior has enemies?' asks the detective.

‘So did Daniel.'

‘Bad company?'

‘And chemicals. Nowak stood it until he found son and heir was thieving from him. Instant expulsion and entry verboten ever since.'

The security screen shows the unmarked police car in the visitor's car park, then a vista of the gate.

‘Nowak's overseas, you said. Can you inform him?'

‘Of course,' – with a sigh.

A knock on the control room door.

‘YES?' yells Kate, and it opens. Nina can only see a sliver of a person, a cleaner's uniform, bright aqua against skin dark-plum purple.

Kate speaks again, slowly and deliberately. ‘Sorry Acai, come back later, dear.'

The door closes.

‘The new maid, keeping house while Nowak honeymoons with the latest Missus Sudanese refugee, from some PR charity scheme. Does ESL lessons, cleans tirelessly, never smiles.'

‘That's a knife scar,' says Phillips. ‘Just missed her eye.'

Kate sighs again. ‘Fair dinkum refugee, poor kid.'

Curious, Nina leans out the office window overlooking the plush gardens, the big houses of the complex. Walking away is the shrieking aqua, a tall thin girl, her hair close-cropped. A refugee, Nina thinks. Ideal for a creative writing project.

As if aware of being watched, Acai turns, and gazes full at Nina. The refugee has an oval face, the weal that stretches from one eye diagonally across the high cheekbone. The look says: don't pity me! Just leave me alone!

And Nina knows she had best stick to the nice, juicy murder.

Night, at the end of a long day. Television news shows shots of the laneway, police spokesman Phillips asking the public for assistance. Archival footage of Nowak Senior, successful businessman, is followed by photos of Daniel, cute, smiling, alive. Found stabbed in a wheelie bin, a few hundred metres from his father's gated community. ‘We can only speculate why,' says the reporter, an invitation to the watchers. And they do. Others don't speculate at all. A small child wakes in a nightmare of falling wheelie bins. Daniel lies still and cold in a mortuary drawer. And a fox goes hunting again, for anything better than ant-riddled cat food.

Next day, Ben sits in his uncle's car, on sufferance. It is parked just outside Daniel Nowak's ramshackle squat, an inner city worker's cottage built onto the street. The other squatters, all beanies, tatters and tatts, are clumped on the opposite sidewalk. They sit smoking, waiting for the police to finish searching Daniel's room. One has already been arrested on an outstanding warrant. The rest don't seem to care – nor about Daniel either.

Ben shifts, avoiding a shaft of sun. Can't something please happen? he thinks … and it does. That Kate woman, Nina's subject, comes barrelling down the street in her Subaru.

‘PIPSY!'

The squatters giggle, Phillips sticks his head out of Daniel's front window.

‘Kate, what are you doing here?'

‘Boss says I'm to check for any stolen property. His.'

‘Is that all he cares about?'

‘Yes,' softly and venomously.

‘Easy. Daniel lived like a church mouse on chrome. These are the only things not cheap or crap. Take ’em.’

Through the window three books are exchanged, in old, gilded, leather bindings.

‘The bookplate says John Winston Nowak, but would he read these? Cranford by Mrs Gaskell. James Hogg, Collected Prose v. 3. Andrew Forrester Jr, The Female Detective.'

‘Daniel read. Nowak doesn't. He just collects: antique weapons, rare books in fancy bindings, silver dinnerware …'

Ben meets Kate's amused, quizzical glance. It says: Are-you-thinking-what-I'm-thinking?

‘Mission accomplished, ta,' she says. ‘I'll be off now.'

 On her way back to the Subaru, she winks at Ben. ‘Need a lift outta here, kid? You look bored stiff.'

 ‘Thank you,' says Ben. ‘Thank you.'

‘Thank god for that,' says Phillips, through the window.

In her car, Kate eyes Ben in the rear-view mirror. ‘Well, Sherlock Junior, what do you think?'

Nina, in the passenger front seat, bridles. ‘I'm Sherlock, too.'

‘And I'm The Female Detective, that was,' says Kate. ‘I was better than Pipsy, too. See these books, Nina? They're money, if you live on the edge. And no sentimental value either. So why did young Daniel keep them?'

‘Maybe we'd better read them and see,' says Ben.

‘Not the boss's precious copies. I won't have you – or me – for that matter, using sandwiches as bookmarks.'

Ben sees a thin strip of purple silk, attached to the spine of The Female Detective. It marks a place, and he opens it. The title at the top of the page reads ‘The Unknown Weapon'.

‘It's clean. Daniel wasn't using sandwiches as bookmarks.'

Kate shrugs. ‘Find your own copies. These go back to the Nowak library.'

At Ben's request, she drops him near the uni colleges.

‘His sister,' Nina explains. ‘And her uni library card, I guess.'

‘He really is Sherlock Junior.'

Nina leans forward. ‘So am I. When you return the library books, can I go with you?'

‘Need you ask?'
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Ben, back at home with his sister's copy of Cranford and the University Library's Hogg, sits watching the news. The Female Detective is a very rare book, not held in Australia, the librarian on duty had said.

The murder of Daniel Nowak has lost priority, slipping down to a sound bite, no new information. And his uncle has clammed up. On the other hand, from the way Kate talks she has police contacts. Better be nice to Nina, then.

He picks up Cranford again. Weird, it just seems to be about a bunch of old ladies living in the country. Why would Daniel bother with it?

Using the family Internet connection, Ben accesses ‘Bibliographia Mysteriosa' and tries a site devoted to Victorian-era crime fiction. He finds an entry for The Female Detective, starts reading.
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The Nowak home is state of the art new, except for what is old-valuable. Nina goggles: at the tiger skin rugs in the hallway; the Warhol prints; and Acai, in jeans and halter top, doing her ESL homework at the kitchen table. Or at least she tries not to goggle at Acai, who still looks forbidding.

‘Just returning these, dear!' Kate says, in her ESL voice, holding out the books.

‘Kate!' Nina hisses, as they dodge tiger heads down the hall. ‘She's not a dear. Don't patronise her.'

‘I feel sorry for her, okay? And I don't know how much she understands.'

A strong smell of bleach, as they pass a bathroom, all gleaming chrome and marble. Then they are in the library, the rows of shelves to the ceiling offset by a display of antique weaponry on the facing wall. There is a gap in the row of books, which Kate fills.

‘Guided tour?'

Nina goggles again, at the formal dining room with its glass cabinets of silverware; the living room, an antique showcase; upstairs a theatrette, with velvety armchairs and a huge plasma-screen TV; the master bedroom, with emperor-size bed and real fur coverlet. Excess writ large, everywhere.

‘An enemy to good taste,' Kate muses, coming downstairs.

‘And who else?'

‘Precisely. The boy didn't die in the bin, no blood – and that was a heart wound, my mate in forensics said. He was dumped there … that suggests premeditation, hate. The sins of the father visited on the son. But it's just a little too easy for me. And I can't say why …'

At the foot of the steps Acai waits, expressionless as a robot.

‘Good night, dear. Study well.'
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Next morning, when Nina arrives at the Fortress, she finds Kate shouting at one of the junior security guards.

‘I don't care, when Detective Sergeant Phillips requests our external CCTV for the night of the murder, we don't tell him why bother, it doesn't cover the laneway. We find the wretched tapes before he turns up with a warrant, okay?'

‘But I can't!'

‘Oh, let me look! Go off and … do something useful. Hi, Nina. Can you give me a hand? I need someone to look at tapes with me.'

‘On The Bill looking at CCTV's really boring.'

‘That's … realism.'

She's right, Nina decides. They sit in the office, eating lollies and feeling their eyes turn into pickled onions with the tedium.

‘Okay, I take it back,' Kate mutters. ‘I really can't find the relevant footage. Only the previous afternoon's.'

 She fast forwards, as a generic delivery van draws up to the gate. IDs are checked, and the van enters.

‘What's that?'

‘Two guys delivering Nowak an antique harmonium. News to me he's collecting musical instruments.'

‘Harmonium?'

‘Mini pedal-organ. Gran had one.'

Nina tries not to breathe in hard.

‘Is there any footage of it being unloaded?'

Kate looks puzzled, but finds footage of the outside of the Nowak home. Acai in her uniform holds the door open as two men carry a large box inside. Kate fast forwards, they exit, the van heads for the gate again.

‘Kate, we looked in every room of that house.'

‘Except Acai's little bedroom.'

‘And nowhere was there a harmonium, with or without a box.'

The security buzzer sounds for the gate. They dash into the control room, to see Ben outside, jigging up and down as if crawling with ants. Kate presses the entry button, and minutes later Ben bursts in, almost too excited to speak. From his school bag he removes a paperback Cranford, the uni library's Hogg, and Internet printout.

‘It's in the books! They've all got one thing in common, they tell an old tale, of a man burgling a big secure house, by hiding in a peddler's pack, and being left there, or being delivered inside a big box, to hide until it's dark, then breaking out.'
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No answer at the Nowak house, so Kate uses her master key.

‘A big, heavy box, and they weren't in there long. So they must have left it on the ground floor. Which means: the hall, the downstairs bathroom, the kitchen, the living room, the formal dining room, or the library.'

In none is the big wooden box seen on the CCTV. They scurry upstairs, ending up in the last resort: Acai's painfully neat and tiny bedroom. No box.

‘When's hard rubbish night here?' Ben says.

Silence, then Kate whistles.

‘Not hard, but every day. We had a collection the night before the body was found. Everybody wheels their bins down in the evening, there's a corral just outside the gates. Acai brought the Nowak bin down very late, at the end of my shift. I was doing paperwork in the office, she saw me. There was nobody watching the CCTVs, and I was dog-tired. I wouldn't have noticed if she took longer than usual … say to wheel the bin across the street to the laneway and empty it. A perfect short-term hiding place, with no prying cameras, no freaked-out garbos in the morning.'

‘And the external CCTV for that night's missing, which would prove she took the bin over the road.'

‘But why would Acai kill Daniel?'

‘You'll have to read “The Unknown Weapon”,' Ben says smugly, waving the printout. ‘There's a housekeeper, alone in this big country house …'

Nina snatches it, plumps down on the bed to read – and squeaks.

‘Ow! It's hard. And since when did maids get double beds?' She pulls the candlewick bedspread back …

To reveal, on its side, pressed against the narrow single bed, a wooden box, with a splintered hole, halfway up, tinged rusty red.

‘Oh!' and Kate sits down beside Nina. ‘My forensics mate said there were wood splinters in the wound.'

Ben feels faint. He clutches at something – the topmost handle on the Ikea chest of drawers. It opens, to show not girly stuff, but emptiness. He pulls out drawer after drawer, also empty.

‘She's gone, poor dear,' says Kate.
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Acai, in her narrow bed, wakes sweaty and shaking from a dream of refugee camps, the Janjaweed militias come raiding.

And relaxes for a moment, secure behind the walls of this safe place, this fortress Australia.

Until the sound recurs, and she knows what woke her: a faint scraping from below. She pulls on tracksuit bottoms and top, pads noiselessly downstairs. Nobody's going to scar her again.

In the library, she pins down the sound to the box those men delivered today. They'd looked at her oddly, as if they'd never seen anybody black before. She tiptoes closer, and as she does, the box starts to open.

The reaction is instant, automatic. She reaches back, to the display of weapons she dusted today. The bayonet is sharp, she has the bandaid to prove it. One lunge, and she pierces through the concealed airhole, and into the soft flesh beyond.

Sticky, gurgling sounds, as lungs fill with heart blood. The only other sound is her hard, hysterical breathing.

She's a maid, she knows how to tidy up. Stealing the CC tape is no harder than letting the body drain in the marble bath, then binning it out of the complex and into the laneway. She takes the short cuts, she knew there'd be a hiding place somewhere. No. 13's bin, which won't be cleared for another week, not like the Fortress's rubbish. Back to the complex with the now empty bin. The box she merely hides. And waits for a moment when nobody is looking at her.

A refugee knows exactly when to flee. Carrying everything she has in a backpack, she slips down the laneways in the grey pre-dawn, the only witness an urban fox …
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Afterword

The crime fiction genre is distinct for its content, and plot structure: it begins with a crime and reconstructs events, the whodunit. This form derives from real-life newspaper reports, as a body was discovered, the investigation, the arrest, the trial, etc. One of the best early detective crime writers was Andrew Forrester Jr., who used an existing tale (the Peddler's pack) to create ‘The Unknown Weapon', in The Female Detective, an 1864 collection of short stories. I wanted to see if I could modernise the story, if it would still work today.

Curiously, nobody knows who Forrester was, but from the story he reads as if he were female, writing under a male name.
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Waldo the Weirdo was a bit of a loony. His best – and probably only – friend was a black and white rat named Maynard. Waldo owned a service station. When he was pumping petrol, Waldo kept Maynard in a cage – the door always open so he could come and go as he pleased. At other times the rat perched on Waldo's shoulder or slept atop his frizzy grey hair.

A lot of people have pet rats, and most of them aren't particularly weird. But Waldo stood out from the pack because – from certain angles – his face looked very much like that of a rat's – especially if he happened to be nibbling a piece of cheese.

Another odd thing about Waldo was that he talked to Maynard all day long. And Maynard talked right back to him! Well, it was only the chittering, squeaky noise any rat makes. But Waldo seemed to understand it perfectly.

‘Oh, really?' he'd say to Maynard. ‘You saw it on the TV, did you? Well how about that!'

The rat would nod its head like a wise old man and chitter some more.

If anyone asked Waldo who he was talking to, he'd tell them without any embarrassment.

‘My friend, Maynard,' he'd say, pointing at the rat. ‘I know it's hard to believe, but that rodent and I have simply amazing powers of communication.'

Most people got on just fine with Waldo. But there were two sneaky young brothers – Neil and Jack – who Waldo didn't like one bit.

The brothers were the ones who had given him the nickname Waldo the Weirdo. Whenever they visited the servo they taunted Waldo by making jokes about him just under their breath.

One day they crept into the service station when Waldo was sound asleep. Maynard peeped out from behind Waldo's right ear. The rat's beady little eyes followed Neil and Jack as they tip-toed ever closer to the sleeping man.

The pair didn't make a sound, but suddenly the rat screeched and Waldo's eyes popped open. He jumped to his feet when Maynard dug its claws into his shoulder.

‘I know what you boys are up to!' he yelled.

‘No you don't.'

‘Yes I do! You were going to pull Maynard's tail!'

The brothers exchanged a look of surprise. That's exactly what they were going to do. But how did Waldo know?

‘No way!' said Jack. ‘We like your rat.'

‘We just don't like you,' added Neil.

‘Don't lie to me,' replied Waldo with a shake of his head. ‘You were going to tease Maynard. I know that for a fact.'

‘How could you know?' Neil shot back. ‘You were asleep.'

‘Maybe so. But Maynard has a sixth sense about these things. He knew what you were up to. And he tells me everything!'

The boys laughed.

‘He's a bigger weirdo than we thought,' said Neil.

Waldo cuddled Maynard and stroked the animal's soft, furry back. But when Neil reached out to touch it, the rat bared its teeth and snarled. It sounded more like a miniature tiger than a rat.

‘Let's get out of this dump,' Neil grunted.

‘Fine by me.'
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The boys talked a lot about getting even with Waldo, but they weren't brave enough. They steered well clear of the servo for a month. But that all changed as they pedalled home on their bikes one Sunday after a day's fishing.

At the foot of Coalmine Hill, Neil noticed that their bike tyres were going down. They were never going to make it up the steep hill on flat tyres. Across the road was Waldo's service station. They forgot about their fears and headed straight for the air pump.

Neil and Jack were too busy pumping up the tyres to notice Waldo looming over them. He swiped the pump away and glared as if they were a couple of bank robbers.

‘I don't want you boys around here,' he growled, waving his finger at them like a big stick.

‘Get a life, you creep,' replied Jack. ‘We only want some air for our bikes.'

‘Air's free, Waldo,' added Neil, taking a deep breath to illustrate the point. ‘See?'

‘For decent people it is, but not for you troublemakers. If you want air it's fifty cents a tyre. Now pay up or get lost.'

Neil and Jack weren't scared any more. They were just angry. They felt like wrapping the air pump around the old geezer's neck and squeezing the life out of him, but there were too many people around for that. Besides, light-fingered Jack had a better idea.

‘Pay him, Neil,' he said. ‘It's only fair.'

‘No way! He can't charge us for air. That's –'

His words trailed away as Jack winked at him, a wink that said, ‘Shut up, stupid. I've got a plan.'

Jack had nicked the key ring dangling out of Waldo's pocket.

Neil forked over two dollars and Waldo stood watch while they used the pump, making sure they didn't get up to any mischief. The brothers smiled at him politely. They even thanked him. It was very suspicious, but he couldn't do a thing about it.

An hour later the phone rang at the service station.

‘Waldo's Servo. How may I help you?'

A high-pitched voice replied: ‘I'm a regular customer of yours.'

It sounded like an old lady.

‘I've locked my keys in the car. I'm at number twenty-six Cliff Street – just across the road from you. Will you help me? Please. I'd be ever so grateful.'

‘All right,' said Waldo. ‘No trouble. I'm on my way.'

Quickly he switched off the petrol pumps and picked up his toolkit. He was halfway out the door before he realised that Maynard was still on his shoulder. He may not have remembered except that his pet let out a warning squeak. The rat looked agitated. Its tail slapped against Waldo's head.

‘No need to get excited, pal,' Waldo said. ‘I won't be long.'

 The rat scampered into its cage as Waldo pulled the door of the servo locked behind him, then strode across the highway towards Cliff Street.

Jack shook with laughter as he put his father's mobile back into his pocket.

‘Come on,' he told Neil. ‘It's time to have some fun.'

Using their stolen key, the brothers entered the office. They were going to teach Waldo the Weirdo a lesson.

Maynard cowered in a corner of his cage as the boys went to work. They emptied the wastepaper basket on the floor. They scrambled some papers on Waldo's desk. Then dripped coffee over them. Then they hid a few things. A pen disappeared under a book. A clock was dropped behind Maynard's cage. As an afterthought, Waldo's asthma puffer was pushed to the back of a filing cabinet. Then finally, with a can of spray paint, they scrawled across the wall of the office, FREE AIR!

Then Jack's evil gaze fell on Maynard. He shut the door and twirled the cage around, sending Maynard in dizzy circles. The boys were considering what nasty business they could get up to with their prisoner, when they saw Waldo hot-footing it back. Dropping the cage, Jack sprinted out the back door with Neil, then hid in the bushes out front where they had a perfect view of the office, and their victim.

Waldo's face was red and he was breathing heavily even before he walked inside the door. When he saw that there had been a break-in, he let out a muffled ‘Ohhh!'

As his breathing became more laboured, he eased himself into a chair and groped around on the desk.

‘He's probably after his asthma spray,' said Jack.

‘It'll take him ages to find it,' added Neil happily.

When he couldn't find the spray, Waldo frantically searched the desk, pulling the drawers out onto the floor and tipping them upside down.

‘I wish we had a video camera,' lamented Jack. ‘This is so good!'

After a few minutes of searching, Waldo slumped to the floor.

Neil cracked first.

‘Maybe we should help him.'

‘I suppose so,' said Jack, reluctantly. ‘Come on then, if we have to …'

The brothers strolled into the office.

‘You don't look too good, Waldo,' said Neil. ‘Anything wrong?'

‘Asthma!' the old man gasped. ‘Need my spray!'

Jack took the spray from the filing cabinet and held it temptingly in front of Waldo.

‘Is this what you want?'

 ‘Please,' said Waldo as he groped for the spray.

 ‘Okay, you can have it. But if you tell the cops what we did, we'll be back.'

‘And next time you won't get off so easy,' added Neil.

He dropped the spray next to Waldo.

 ‘There's one more thing,' Jack said. He dangled Maynard's cage in front of Waldo. ‘The rat is ours.'

 ‘No!'

Waldo tried to raise himself off the floor, but he was too weak.

‘Don't take Maynard away from me,' he pleaded. ‘He's all I've got!'

Jack smiled.

‘Yeah, I know. That's why we're taking him.'
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As soon as they got home, the brothers tossed a coin to decide Maynard's fate.

‘Heads we stomp on it. Tails we drown it.'

The coin rolled against a door and rested on its edge, neither heads nor tails.

‘What'll we do now?' Neil asked.

Jack smirked.

‘We'll stomp on it and we'll drown it!'

The brothers took Maynard outside to do the dirty deed. But the moment the rat was free of the cage it wriggled from their grasp and was off and running.

‘Get it! Kill it!' screamed the brothers.

Maynard rushed across a field and headed up a windy trail that led to a mountain top. The higher up the hill it went, the slower the rat became. It was almost as if it was waiting for the brothers to catch up.

‘We've nearly got it!' shouted Jack.

 Now they were at Prospector's Hill, an old mining site. The area was fenced off to stop trespassers. Maynard hurtled underneath a fence. Jack and Neil ducked under it too. They were about to pounce when the ground opened up and swallowed them.

The brothers fell heavily to the bottom of a mine shaft. They rolled to safety under a rock ledge as dirt tumbled in from all sides, sealing up the shaft. Their only hope came from a tiny beam of light above them.

 ‘Don't panic,' said Jack confidently. ‘We'll just climb up to that light and dig our way out. Easy.'

 ‘Let's do it!' replied Neil.

But instantly the crack of light disappeared.

Neil stood on Jack's shoulders and pushed at the cave roof, trying desperately to find the opening. He did find it, but there was something wedged tightly against it. Something soft and furry, with very sharp teeth. Something that, in their last moments, would make the brothers think of nothing else … but the cost of air.
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When we were in first year at high school, my friend Doris Gulgong had a crush on our French teacher. His name was Alex Rostrum, but everyone called him Rooster. Nobody except Doris liked Rooster.

‘It's not “silver plate”,' he'd scream. ‘It's s'il vous plaît. Repeat after me, s'il vous plaît.'

‘Silver plate,' we'd chorus back at him.

None of the teachers liked our class very much. Perhaps it had something to do with the time Marshall Fielding was secretly smoking in class and his desk caught fire. Or when Spike Harrison put rotten egg gas in the staff room for a joke. Or when Judith Webber started a rumour that the maths teacher, Mr Watson, was having an affair with the deputy principal, Ms Baldwin. Mrs Watson caused a scene in the playground when she found out.

So our French lessons with Rooster continued, and with each lesson he grew more and more sarcastic. For some insane reason, Doris fell further and further in love.

‘I just adore the way he says, “It's not ‘mercy buttercups', you morons, it's merci beaucoup”,' Doris mooned. ‘His eyes flash like neon lights when he's mad. He's so gorgeous!'

‘You've got to be joking,' I said. ‘Why, he must be fifty if he's a day! And besides, if he's so gorgeous, how come he hasn't got a girlfriend?'

‘He's just shy,' Doris said by way of excuse. This was true. Once we'd discovered that Rooster was prone to blushing, we flirted madly with him at every opportunity just for the pleasure of watching his face ripen.

‘I don't know why you can't see his natural charm and sex appeal,' Doris went on.

Doris had a reputation for insanity, so I forgave her. It's hard to be normal when you're the daughter of the head of the languages department. Besides, I liked her. And I felt sorry for her, too: she was asthmatic and missed a lot of school.

The rest of us, though, were getting pretty sick of Rooster's sarcasm as well as his ridiculous French translations, so, egged on by Marshall Fielding and his offsider, Spike, we set out to make Rooster's life as miserable as he made ours. Someone found out – quite by accident – that Rooster was allergic to flowers, so bunches started appearing on the teacher's desk every time we had French.

The first time they appeared, Rooster sniffed the air suspiciously as soon as he walked into the room. Then he started sniffling and his eyes watered. He pulled the flowers out of the vase, went out on to the balcony, and threw them as far as he could.

Inside the classroom we all moaned. But we hadn't counted on Alice McInerny. Everyone – guys especially – had a soft spot for Alice with her flawless skin and baby blue eyes. Alice wanted to be an actress when she left school, and now she had a great opportunity to practise for her budding career. She pretended to be really upset about Rooster tossing out the flowers, and she did it so well that after a while I wondered if she wasn't genuine.

‘I grew them myself, just so I could give them to you, sir,' she said in a tearful voice, ‘… and you threw them out.'

The class held its breath. Rooster reddened. Alice sniffed. And Doris grunted with disgust.

‘I'm sorry,' Rooster said gruffly. ‘I didn't realise.'

Alice rewarded him with a Nobel prize of a smile and we watched as a wave of crimson washed over his face. Alice's talent was astounding!

‘Bitch,' Doris muttered beside me.

We continued to bring flowers to school every day we had French. And each time Rooster would smile kindly at Alice and say, ‘I'm sorry, but I get hay fever. I'll just leave them up here on the cupboard near the window away from the desk, where I can see them.' And Alice would smile coyly in her best Hollywood style.

One day Rooster hit on the bright idea of using conversational French in class.

‘What's that?' Alice asked.

‘What do you think it is?' he replied.

‘I dunno. Is it a French word?'

Rooster thumped his forehead. ‘And they teach you English!' he moaned. ‘I want the class to talk in French all through the lesson, starting from now.'

‘Sir, that's not fair!' Judith Webber yelled. Rooster roared back at her in French (I think he told her to shut up). We all shut up.

Only a few goody-goodies in the class – Kate Curran, Sean Gilchrist, Muscles Mayne, Cheryl Mannix and love-struck Doris – showed any enthusiasm. The rest of us slumped in our desks, hoping not to be chosen. After a while Marshall and Spike and some of the other kids started flicking paper pellets around the classroom when Rooster wasn't looking. The girls were passing notes. One landed on my desk. It read: I found out Mrs Green's first name. It's Delvene. (Mrs Green was our music teacher.)

I looked across at Doris, trying to catch her attention so I could chuck the note to her. But Doris didn't seem interested. Her face was as white as a sheet, and she was gasping for breath. I could tell she was having an asthma attack. I put up my hand.

‘Sir, Doris is sick,' I said.

Doris glared at me. She hated missing Rooster's class; she would sit through hell and high water, even asthma, to be in the same room, breathing the same air, as her beloved Mr Rostrum.

‘I think you'd better go to sick bay, Doris,' Rooster said.

‘You spoke in English!' Judith roared accusingly at him.

This time he ignored her. He helped Doris to her feet. I thought Doris was going to faint – not from asthma, but because her darling had held her arm. I knew she would never wash that arm again.

‘Whoo-hoo, sir's in love with Gulgong!' whistled Spike.

‘Are you all right?' Rooster asked Doris. She nodded. You could see she was too choked up with asthma (and love) to talk.

‘Off you go then,' Rooster said to her.

Then he walked to the front of the room. ‘Ouvrez vos livres,' he commanded.

We looked at one another, puzzled, and then watched Muscles, Cheryl and a few others open their books. I waved at Doris as she walked out of the room. She ignored me.

The translation exercise that Rooster set was difficult. I laboured over it, and was looking up at the ceiling for inspiration, trying to think of the French word for ‘bananas', when Rooster picked up a piece of paper near my foot. I realised it was the note about Mrs Green's name that I'd been trying to pass on to Doris.

Rooster looked at me. ‘Small things amuse small minds,' he said.

‘I never wrote it!' I protested.

‘Get on with your work,' he growled.

Before I put pen to paper, however, Rooster let fly a series of sneezes that sounded like a backfiring Kawasaki.

Everyone laughed.

‘Ged od wid your work!' he roared.

Moments later the quiet of the room was shattered by Rooster demanding, ‘Who did this?'

I looked up. He was standing by the wastepaper basket waving another scrap of paper at the class.

‘Did you write this, Deborah Mitchell?'

‘What is it?' I asked.

 Rooster came up and shoved it under my nose.

‘This!' His face was red and blotchy. I had never seen him so mad.

I recognised the writing immediately. It read DG LOVES AR. Doris must have thrown the paper out on her way to sick bay, and Rooster spied it when he went to throw the other note in the bin.

‘I never wrote it,' I protested again.

‘Who did?'

‘I don't know.'

‘What is it, Debbie?' Judith Webber strained to read it from the back of the room.

Rooster fixed her with one of his famous ‘I'vespotted-the-trouble-maker' looks, threw back his head and crowed ‘Aha!' Then his expression changed. ‘I might have guessed you would have something to do with this, Miss Webber,' he sneered.

‘I don't know what you're talking about,' Judith said, standing with her hands on her hips.

‘I will not have rumours about me circulating around this school!' Rooster declared.

By now the rest of the class were as curious as cats. ‘What's going on?' they asked.

Again Judith and I declared our innocence.

Nobody would own up to having written what Rooster declared was ‘a vile piece of slander'.

‘You will all be kept in during lunch hour,' he told the class. ‘And you will be kept in every day until the person responsible owns up. I've had enough of this class and its idiotic little games.'

Of course nobody was prepared to admit guilt. And Doris was still in sick bay. By the time Rooster released us from detention, ten minutes before the end of the lunch period, everyone was fuming. Most of them blamed Judith and me for the note.

‘One of youse had better tell pretty soon, or there'll be trouble,' Marshall threatened.

After school I went around to Doris's place to tell her the grim news. When she met me at the door, I could tell straight away that she knew.

‘My father,' she said. ‘He heard Mr Rostrum talking about it in the staff room. Mr Rostrum thinks the note was about him and Mrs Green.'

 ‘But Mrs Green is married. I don't get it,' I said.

‘You remember the rumour Judith put around about Mr Watson and Ms Baldwin?'

I nodded.

‘Well, Mr Rostrum thought you or Judith was starting another rumour. About him and Mrs Green. Mrs Delvene Green … DG.'

‘Oh no! He thinks DG is Delvene Green, and really it's you.' I sat down. ‘What are you going to do?'

Doris was white. ‘I think I'd better go and tell him the truth before it goes any further,' she said.

Poor Doris. Everyone was really mad at her for losing their lunch hour. There was a big meeting with her dad, Deputy Principal Ms Baldwin, and Rooster. Ms Baldwin wasn't very understanding. Especially after all the trouble the other rumour about her and Mr Watson caused. In fact, it was Ms Baldwin who suggested the lunchtime detention. A whole month. Supervised by herself and the Rooster.

By the end of the month Doris couldn't stand the sight of Rooster. And she detested Ms Baldwin.

‘Those two are monsters!' she often said, showing us pages and pages of new French vocabulary they forced on her. But the good thing was that her French improved incredibly, so much so that she topped the subject in the mid-year exams. In fact, when a postcard arrived from France addressed to her, Doris translated for the class.

We all crowded around her as she read, ‘Sarah (nee Baldwin) and I are having a brilliant honeymoon. So glad you and your mates in Year Seven are NOT here!'

It was signed, Yours sincerely, Mr A Rostrum.
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The freezer lid isn't shut tight so I lift it up to see what's blocking it, and scream. There are two left sneakers covered in blood sitting on top. Rusty laces have stiffened on both sides of the upturned soles.

I let go of the lid. How long since it's been defrosted? I grasp the handle. What's behind the sneaker soles? What secret is hidden in the freezer?

Death freaks me out. I've never seen a corpse. And it can't be frozen meat: Susie's household are all vegetarians.

Susie is out babysitting. At 11:50 pm on Friday the 13th, neither of her housemates are home. Pete is an art student and Liam's an apprentice chef. Susie told me I could crash at her place anytime I have an early start for my weekend job. Her car wasn't here when I arrived. That's when I remembered about her babysitting job and looked for the spare key.

In the darkness, I'd tripped over the cat which had taken off. I'd fumbled under the porch gnome for the front door key. Stepping back, I'd trodden on the cat's saucer. Crack! If anyone had been home, they would have heard me for sure. But there had been no sounds when I'd entered the house. And no lights.

Number forty-three is an inner-suburban terrace. The mysterious landlord appears every Friday demanding cash. Susie doesn't like him, but she likes the house.

I'm trying to think of anything but those sneakers and what's behind them. The freezer is big enough to hold … a body.

Taking a deep breath, I open the freezer lid again.

Sneakers must belong to feet. I wear size nine, but these soles are bigger. I examine the pattern. I don't want to get too close. It's stupid to feel so spooked. Liam the triathlete would just pull the sneakers out – and whatever they're attached to.

The overhead kitchen light suddenly goes off. The big industrial freezer shudders and stops. I remain still, thinking.

Susie's a competition addict. Trouble is, she wins multiple prizes. Forty-three can openers, for example. This giant freezer must be one of her biggest prizes, and the most recent.

Everything is quiet. A torch? Matches? I feel my way to the junk drawer and scrabble around. Matches fall to the floor. In the dark, I find a handful. Then I feel around for the box. The matches won't strike.

There's something damp on the floor. Is the freezer leaking? Or something else? I dip my finger in the liquid and smell it. I think it's red. But it can't be blood. Not sticky enough. No reason to think the dampness is blood and the victim is in the freezer. Is there?

I feel my way to the bathroom. I sniff. Susie's bath candle is pyramid-shaped and smells of rosemary. Alongside is a box of matches. As my hand knocks her bath crystals, the jar crashes into the bath. Another herbal aroma – lavender? Isn't lavender supposed to have a calming effect?

If so, it isn't working. I'm freaking out. Seriously scared, worse than a horror movie.

First match doesn't light, but the second one does. A thin flame reveals the bath outline with a stain of crystals inside, a broken jar and a shadowy figure looming!

‘Ahhhh!'

Just my reflection! The flame burns my finger.

‘Ow!' I drop the match.

Luckily the next one lights straight away. I return to the kitchen holding the aromatic pyramid in front of me. The light dances, creating spooky shadows. At first, the shape is comforting. Then I think of Egypt, mummies, bodies being preserved, and I freak again.

I hold the candle higher. Menacing shadows move across the walls.

As I snap open the freezer lid, an open packet of frozen peas – stuck to the lid – scatter all over the floor. Pea pellets hit me like shot from a shotgun.

‘No!' I sweep them backwards with my feet. The flame flickers. I hold the candle lower so I can look into the freezer. The light catches a faint gleam in the depth of the freezer. Not an eye! Please!

Fingers tingling, I nudge the first icy sneaker. Behind it is a perfect human hand! The shapely fingernails are tinted with pink nail polish. Palm down, the hand is wearing a gold band. That had been the gleam reflecting the candlelight.
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Susie's house mates aren't expecting me. They'd recognise me, but I'm not sure if I would recognise bits of them! Wedding rings are worn on left hands, aren't they? Two left sneakers and a left hand. Is this important?

I slam the freezer shut. I could leave – just close the front door and pretend I hadn't been here! I know the hand doesn't belong to Susie. She's a nail biter.

The candle smell is strong as I stumble down the eerily lit corridor. Someone is standing in the corner, just inside the bedroom door. ‘Aaahhh!' I scream.

Something crashes to the floor.

I find myself flat on the cold floorboards next to a very bony foot, with a leg attached. The candle splutters and dies.

‘Hi,' I say weakly to the skeleton which Pete keeps in his bedroom.

Pete is studying life drawing. He uses the skeleton to get his shapes right. I'd forgotten that. Temporarily, relief floods me. Maybe this is normal stuff. If the lights had been on, I wouldn't have freaked.

Then the front door opens, and a thin light from a tiny, powerful torch pierces the darkness.

‘Who are you?' Strong hands grab me and the torchlight dances as we struggle.

‘Let me go. It's me, Kyle. Susie's friend. Your power went off,' I say breathlessly, trying to sound cool.

‘Again? Our landlord is always getting his sons to do bodgie jobs on the cheap. Let's fix the fuse first. Look in the cupboard,' suggests Pete. ‘Here's the fuse wire.'

Pete rewires as I hold the torch. ‘Thought you were a burglar. Susie heard some guy sneaking around the other night. We told the landlord.' He hits the switch. The freezer starts to hum again. It hasn't been off long enough for the contents to thaw. Pete yawns. ‘I'm going to bed. Not sure if there's any milk, but help yourself to whatever.'

Junk mail and donation requests clutter the bench. On the kitchen calendar, Saturday the 14th has a big ‘L' marked alongside it. Pete notices me looking at it. ‘My project's due tomorrow. I've been working on it all week.'

‘Are you left-handed?' I blurt.

Pete nods.

‘When you play footy, do you kick left-footed?'

Pete shakes his head. ‘Don't play. Goodnight.'

I hear him picking up the skeleton. He mutters something about clumsy visitors.

Then the front door bangs and I swing around, fast.

‘Hi, Kyle,' Susie says, shrugging off her coat. ‘Did the power go off again?' She sniffs. ‘Rosemary?' She looks at the dead matches near the damp redness. ‘When?'

I edge away from the freezer. ‘Half an hour ago?' I guess. Being scared seems to slow down time. ‘What about your babysitting?'

‘They came home early. Mix-up with their tickets. Did the freezer go off?'

‘Yes. I mean, how would I know?'

Susie frowns. ‘If it melts, it'll be so embarrassing.'

‘I saw the sneakers,' I blurt.

The front door bangs again.

‘Liam.' Susie glances at her watch. ‘Twelve-thirty. Great!'

Then I realise. Friday the 13th is now Saturday the 14th.

‘Light these sparklers.' Susie rummages in the cupboard.

I now see a shoe-shaped container by the sink. Suddenly I'm feeling really foolish. ‘Is this a cake mould?'

‘Yes,' says Susie.

Could the mould be for ice-cream? Of course. If a mould were used twice, both sneakers would be left-shaped.

‘D'you have a hand-shaped cake too?'

‘Are you feeling all right?' Susie's eyebrows knit.

‘No, I don't think so. See this hand?' I point inside the freezer as she pulls out the sneaker ice-cream cakes.

‘Is that where Pete stored his model? His project is due tomorrow.'

‘Today,' I correct her. ‘Saturday the 14th. Liam's birthday too?'

‘Give me a hand, would you?' Susie says. ‘If Pete's gone to bed, nothing will wake him up.'
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Liam's frozen foot is very heavy. Later, Susie explains everything. Liam is such an ace chef, no one will dare make him a birthday cake in case it falls short of his high standards. So, at art school, Pete made a mould of Liam's left sneaker. Susie poured bulk ice-cream into the mould. There was some left over. So she decided to make two sneaker cakes.

‘Were the bloodstains real?' I ask.

‘As if,' Susie says, making a face. ‘Food dye, of course. Why, did you think I'd murdered someone?'

I look at the fridge. ‘We-e-ll –'

‘Oh, I get it. Joke, right? Hey, d'you know anyone who'd like to buy a second-hand freezer?' Susie asks me. ‘It's too big for us.'

‘Second hand?' I repeat. ‘No thanks.' No way is that freezer, full or empty, coming into my life.

‘Want some of the ice-cream cake, Kyle?' asks Susie.

‘Thanks.' I'm cool with that.





[image: Image]

I was fishing in the deep water and still smelling the ancient woman's cauldron on the slope when the fog arrived. The ancient woman pickled strange things in her cauldron and I was wondering how those pickled pieces would taste. The fog rolled across the still water, drifted over bobbing seagulls, the grey beach, the old woman's hut and the ruin on the hill. It slid slowly, as silent as the tide. It muffled the seagulls to the squeaks of mice and the water lapping on the beach. But that was quite normal for fog and mist on this water. I ignored it, dived and got on with my fishing.

But when I surfaced with my catch, a trout, I could not see anything. The ruin, the ancient woman's hut, the beach, the seagulls – all had gone into grey mist, and when I lifted my fish above the water to inspect it, I couldn't see it wither. I couldn't even hear the drops from the fish splash into the water. And then I realised that I didn't know the way to go. The beach could be ahead or behind or to the left or anywhere …

I have to admit I was a bit frightened.

But that was stupid. All I had to do was float in the water until the sun burned away this nuisance. And even that was a bit stupid. I have been hunting fish for a long time in this water. All I had to do was taste the current down below and I'd know where I was – roughly. I could nudge the current and tell that the beach was on my left, about a hundred metres away.

So I dived. Almost immediately I found a current but it didn't feel right. The water was warm and very clear, so clear I could see the bottom. Now I was a little bit confused. I could see sand and swaying green seaweed.

Suddenly a great white-grey fish slid toward me and showed its teeth, an arc of pointed fangs with blood still trailing. I had never seen anything like this hideous fish and I was terrified. My head recoiled in alarm, but I knew that any sign of fear would bring on those teeth. I hopelessly tried to grin at the fish, baring my own teeth. And incredibly the mighty fish looked at me, saw my quivering lip, flicked its tail and scooted away. I watched the cowardly fish go, then I shivered and swam to the surface.

Then I knew that I was in terrible trouble.

The fog had completely gone, as if it had never been. But now I was looking at a simmering sea reaching a horizon that I had not seen before. There was a sun near the horizon but I didn't know it. It was a bigger sun, burning deep red, and it shimmered in the air. I was totally lost in a hostile sea with a different sun. I think I shrieked in panic, then I heard the seagulls and I turned in the water.

I calmed down a little. The seagulls were flapping away from the water, probably driven off by my scream, but I could see land and that was better. Although I had not seen this land before. The grey beach, the old woman's hut, the brown hill and the ruin had been replaced by a grim island and a curling river. The island had only scrub and a few straggly saplings clinging onto its sandstone and it looked like some crouching beast. I felt that the island was watching me.

I thought of swimming into the empty sea to get away from the island, but I knew I had to go into the river to survive. So slowly I slid toward the island and the water changed from blue to grey. Three eagles scudded in the sky above and circled me until I was deep in the river. The eagles went off to hunt fish in the sea and I cruised the bottom. Bushy hills crowded the area as I moved along and the water became muddy with less salt. I didn't like the river much but I started to relax and began to think of food.

I'd intended to save the trout I had caught on the other side of the fog, but I ate it suddenly. I wondered if there were fish in the river and if I would be able to eat them. I dived down, saw a fat grey fish and lunged for it. But this fish was fast. The fish flicked around and scorched away, but I raced after it. I was not used to the water's warmth and cloudiness, but I was accelerating in the chase. Soon I caught up with the fish and I could almost imagine its taste in my mouth –

Then there was a bolt through the water and my fish was whipped away. I couldn't work it out, and I was frowning as I thrashed to the surface.

There, floating on the water, was a very small boat made of bark. A blackened man stood in it as if he had been stoking the sun. He had a long pointed stick and he was pulling my fish from it when he saw me. He pointed his stick at me.

‘Oh …' he said.

For a moment he stared at me and I wondered what the blackened man would taste like. But then he lowered his stick and with an odd smile he offered me the fish. I gently took the offering from his hand and nodded. He nodded back, picked up a branch of leaves from the bottom of his boat and paddled away furiously.

After that I saw quite a few other blackened people. When the tide was low some of the women and children came over to the bank and I watched them pulling black shells from the rocks. I tried a few and they were delicious – better than any of the fish – once I had mastered cracking the black shells with my teeth. The children waved at me until their mothers told them to stop. I guess I looked dangerous. But I had decided not to eat them anyway, despite the children calling me a funny name.

I caught fish in the river and a few ducks in the little inlets – two of the ducks I caught in mid-flight. I even crept past that menacing island to chase seals, but I almost ran into an immense fish that made the toothy-fish look like a shrimp. This great fish blew a thunder of water from its back at me and sailed past. That was enough; I slithered back into the river, buried myself in the mud at the bottom and slept.
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When I woke up things had changed again. The blackened people had moved to a small stream and there were red-faced people everywhere. There were huts on the hills and bigger boats of wood floated over the river. It was noisy, with a few explosions on the banks and trees kept crashing down. I didn't like it at all and I wanted to see if the fog had returned to the sea. I slipped past the island, keeping a nervous eye open for any of the big fish.

The fog was not there, but there were two creatures that were worse than the squirting fish and the fish with the bloody teeth. In the distance these creatures looked like seagulls but they were far bigger than the squirting fish. They had opened their white wings and were running from the wind, but they could not quite take off. Then I realised that when they finally did fly they could pluck me from the sea like an eagle snatching a trout. I scuttled back to the river and hid in the mud once again.

I oozed out of the mud at night, figuring that the giant seagulls couldn't see me. There was a little light wandering through the bushes at the edge of a cliff and it was singing. The singing sounded like a wail from a dying bird, but I was curious and I swam closer to the light, lifted my head and …

‘Bunyip!'

The light crashed over some rocks and splashed over the water. A red-faced man was carrying the light and he was staggering away. His breath was heavy with something noxious. I knew that smell but I couldn't remember from where.

‘Bunyip, bunyip!' he howled as he accelerated.

At least I could remember that. That's what the blackened children had called me.

The red-faced man thundered along the cliff top, hit a big tree, spun away and bolted over the edge. He was running in the air until he splashed into the water.

I went over to the man to have a look but he seemed to be asleep under water so I nudged him into the shallows. Then I peered down at his red face and the white hair under his chin, and I wondered how that man had got the name for me from the blackened children. Maybe these peoples became whiter as they grew older?

Then the man bubbled and snored at me. His breath was redolent of concentrated wheat and other strange smells from plants and ashes. And that brought back the memory of the ancient woman near the ruin with her bubbling cauldron full of strange pickled things. I had sniffed in that cauldron apples, turnips, fish, frogs and birds – that ancient woman would pickle almost anything.

And this red-faced man was pickled.

His eyes opened, he looked at me, screamed, galloped away over the rocks and crashed through the forest. I looked after him and wondered why anyone would pickle a man. Then I saw drops of blood from the red-faced man. I sniffed at a drop and picked up salt, rust and wheat. I licked at it and the taste was delicious!

I spent the rest of the night sitting at the bottom of the river wondering about pickled men and I realised that I would have to investigate them tomorrow.

Next night I came out of the river and sniffed the air around where I first saw the pickled man and I picked up a very strong scent of concentrated wheat and different types of sweetness and bitterness from a small track. I followed the track and soon I could see a glimmer of light through the trees.

I tried to creep through the forest but it was hard. I was too big in this brittle forest; I was better in water. But I managed to furtively move closer to see that the light was glowing from something like a giant seagull's broken wing. I was about to shuffle away in fright but then I heard several men moaning their song under the broken wing. I saw the men's shadows in the glow of the wing and smelt the concentrated wheat and different types of sweetness so strongly that my belly rumbled.

Men were pickling themselves under that broken wing! I became so excited I accidentally knocked over a tree.

That terrible noise stopped the pickled men's moaning song. And then the man who had fallen in the water the previous night put his head out of the white wing. He shouted ‘Bunyip!' and ran, throwing his arms about. The other men shoved their heads out and shouted a lot of things and tumbled over each other. The broken wing dipped and suddenly flared into a fire.

I charged toward the pickled men but they untangled themselves and scattered like a panicked school of fish. I was a little hurt and I thought of catching a couple of them for a sniff, but they were too quick and the trees got in my way. So I settled for a look at the broken wing.

It didn't look like a part of a giant seagull any more. It didn't look like anything. Little flames were nibbling at the grass and leaves and black ash floated down on the flattened area. The ground reeked of pickling. There were funny big shells lying around, black shells, brown shells, white shells and each different shell had a special smell.

I poked at a white shell – ten times as big as one of the rock shells – and I saw that it was leaking from one end. When I sniffed at it my nose sneezed three times and I staggered until I sat on a tree. But the white shell had a lovely scent, like berries all munched together. I picked up the shell and carefully tasted it. More berries and wheat but then it was warm in my throat. I gulped all of it and licked the sides of the white shell and there was a gentle burning in my belly.

I picked up a brown shell but this time it wasn't leaking. But really that didn't matter. I had learned how to get the food from the shells on the rocks, hadn't I? I cracked the brown shell with my teeth and the concentrated wheat blasted down my throat and my eyes bulged. As I spat out the pieces of the shell they seemed to lose their brownness. I opened my mouth to cool my throat for a while, and after a time the scorching became a glowing warmth. I liked it, so I opened another.

I opened every shell around there. The taste of them became blurred and I forgot to spit some of the shells. My head began to hammer as if little men were trying to break out. Suddenly I realised that I had pickled myself!

Grabbing a tree for support I pulled away from the clearing and the broken wing, but it was too late. I stumbled down the little track and I knew that I was dying. My head was about to drop off from my body, my belly was carrying a wild thunderstorm and everything was swinging before my eyes.

I lurched to the cliff, toppled to the river and swam very slowly to the bottom. I covered myself with mud and waited for the end.
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Many, many moons later, I rolled over and drank the muddy river until my parched throat wasn't feeling like a gravel track. Slowly I surfaced and saw several huts, bigger than before, and a long bridge across the river. I was not dead. I had only just taken a sleep but I would not touch the pickling shells ever again.

After I caught a few fish to keep my rumbling belly happy I drifted along the river to see what had happened while I'd been asleep. The river was down, the taste was bitter and suddenly the water hummed. Something thrashed through the water toward me so I scudded to the bottom, but there wasn't much room between the surface and the bottom. The noisy thing passed overhead but I felt the surge in the water above me and I could see the wake surging to the edges of the river.

For a moment I thought that it was one of the giant seagulls taking off but when I surfaced I saw that it was a boat – a boat that galloped across the water and roared angrily at the hills. I wanted to get away from this terrible river but now night was falling and I was still hungry.

I gently drifted up a quiet stretch of the river looking for fish or food. Happily I saw some of the small black shells I had eaten with the black people. But these were not on rocks, they were dangling above the water in odd wooden frames and there were thousands of them. All I had to do was swim over and eat.

So I did. I would have finished the shells on that night but I thought that it would be nice to save some for the next evening. So I swam away and burped in the bottom of the river.

The following night I arrived at the place of the black shells, my mouth dripping with anticipation. I leaned over the shells and opened my jaws …

And everything went berserk. Several bright lights blazed at me, a lot of boats roared and raced at me. Men shouted at me, ‘King seal?' ‘Elephant seal!' ‘Bunyip!' ‘Giant squid!'

I raced away from the bright lights and the roaring boats and the shouting men. They chased me under the bridge, down the river, past the grim island – and then I saw the fog rolling in from the sea.

I skimmed across the water and dived into the fog.
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I knew I was home when I tasted the cold sweet water of the long lake. I dived down, down to the black darkness, shaking the mud from my body, and then surfaced to see the ruin and the grey beach. Now I would not hear funny names like ‘bunyip'. Here they call me a special name, and here I can have trout today, or a goat, or a deer …

Then there was a terrible sound, a moaning song floating from the shore and I sniffed the deep scent of concentrated wheat. The ancient woman had gone from the shadow of the ruined castle, but she had taught me something. She pickled apples, turnips, fish – everything that she wanted to eat.

I slid softly to the dark shore.

I would never crack another pickle shell, but for some reason several men had been pickling themselves – for me. They even sang their terrible songs to attract me. I was not about to complain.

The pickled man sang: ‘I'll take the low road …'

I nibbled a thistle and waited. Waited for my meal to come closer …
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Billy was having nightmares about his life on the London streets. He hadn't picked enough pockets, and the brute who claimed to be his father – but probably wasn't – was kicking the daylights out of him. Again. He lashed out with both fists and yelled.

‘Let me be, Crusher! Or I'll punch yer lights out!'

A thoroughly empty threat. Crusher Borley was huge, while Billy was only ten years old. He never could control his red-headed temper when mistreated, though. Some cringed in that situation. Billy's nature was to fight, even if he hadn't a chance.

‘Blast yer eyes, Crusher!'

Then he awoke, confused, with someone shaking him by the shoulders.

‘Lord above, cully! It's the bad dreams you're having again. Come on. Time to rise.'

Billy's nose recognised the below-deck smells before his brain caught up. Ship's timbers made their constant creaking and popping all around him, and he lay in a swaying hammock – his hammock, painted with his ship's book number. He'd been awakened by Dermot O'Byrne from Cork, a ship's boy third-class like him, and the day was beginning.

All of which came as a mighty relief after the nightmare.

Breakfast, as always, was cold; the coarse porridge called burgoo, a ship's biscuit, and cocoa. Billy didn't mind though. Food aboard the sixty-gun ship of the line Eagle came regularly, and there was enough of it. Another improvement over the London gutters.

‘The grub ain't as bad as I always heard navy tack was,' Billy commented. ‘Is that usual?'

‘Better than on some ships,' Dermot answered, tucking in. ‘The purser's a thief, and a crimson thief, like all of them, but he's good at a contract. “If I get cut amounts or cut quality”, he says, “I cut the feller's throat that sold it to me”.'

‘Listen to you talk,' said someone else. ‘Two months in the navy, that's all. Spend a year away from land and see what the grub's like.'

‘Suits me so far,' Billy retorted, scoffing the remainder to prove it.

Afterwards, he and Dermot were ordered to the ship's powder magazine. It lay deep in the hold for safety, below the waterline, at the end of a narrow passage. The only light came from another room, through a glazed window. Men – and the boys, the powder monkeys – entered in bare feet or slippers, so as to make no sparks.

‘Right, then,' the powder-room yeoman said briskly. ‘This is practice, lads, the gun-crews won't fire live this morning. The charges are dummies. But I want you to rush ’em to the guns just as fast as if it was real. You all know which guns you're to serve, eh?'

They knew. Aboard a navy ship, you learned quickly.

All morning Billy raced between the magazine and the upper gun-deck, carrying the dummy powder charges to his designated guns, where the crews sweated non-stop to run out the cannon, point them, pretend to fire, then worm, sponge, load, and go through the routine again. Over an acre of wind-filled canvas spread above them. Black clouds tumbled through the October sky. Lightning forked on the skyline.

Gun drill stopped at last. Billy, panting hard, paused by the number four gun and discontentedly asked the gun-captain, ‘When do you fire her, sir?'

‘Stone me! I ain't no sir, lad. Nor we don't often fire live at practice. Powder and shot cost guineas. Ain't you heard?'

‘Only been two months in the navy.'

‘Don't you worry. We're hunting a French convoy. These guns'll talk soon enough.'

Then lightning struck the foremast.

Thunder boomed in the same second. A red bloom of fire surrounded the mast's tip. Billy, staring upward, saw something appear at the heart of the blaze, something hot and yellow-white like a tiny star. It flashed through empty air to the nearest sail – and the sail caught fire.

Billy heard whistle signals blown and orders barked. The fore-topmen scrambled to work, casting the blazing sail loose and manhandling it over the side with muscle-cracking effort. Watching intently while they handled the job, Billy saw a shape spring away from the sail as it fell, and scurry down the mast like a squirrel. Glowing like a furnace, it trailed yellow-orange streamers behind it.

Reaching the deck, it raced for cover from the rain, and crouched near the gun Billy had been serving. Pitch bubbled under its claws, and wood started to smoulder. It seemed about the size of a spaniel dog, though it hurt Billy's eyes to look at it directly.

‘What are you?' he asked wildly.

He spoke on impulse. It never occurred to him that the thing could speak. Yet it did. Its voice crackled and hissed.

Firedrake, born of the lightning! I obey no one. I do as I please – and what I please is to burn!

The railing and the deck smoked at its touch; little flames began moving. Green as he was in the navy, Billy knew that fire aboard ship was a disaster. Yes, and this thing was fire, a living, moving blaze.

The gun-captain realised it too. Seizing a bucket of water, he hurled it at the firedrake. It flashed ten feet away before a drop touched it. The movement dazzled. Then it kept moving, to start a dozen fires on the gun-deck, with every man who tried to stop it left gasping behind. Having displayed its capabilities for arson, it came back to the number four gun.

Do not attack me with water again, you slow ugly beings! I will burn this wooden castle to ash!

Billy looked about him. Luckily none of the fires had really taken hold; they were all on the upper deck, it was still raining, and the crew had been quick to extinguish them. But if the firedrake went below and started fire-raising in earnest, the king's ship Eagle would be a memory.

He said fiercely, ‘It ain't a castle, you talking Roman candle! It's a ship! And you can't burn it, see? Because it'll sink, and you'd be in the ocean. That'd be the end of you, wouldn't it?'

The firedrake made a sound like a snort of contempt, but it didn't answer, and that meant Billy had made a point – or so he inferred.

‘Are you crazy, lad?' the gun-captain demanded. ‘Why are you talking to it?'

‘Blimey, mister, it talks itself! You didn't hear it? Said it likes to burn things, and it'll burn this ship!'

‘Indeed it will not.'

Billy turned around and saw the captain. Not the gun-captain, but Captain Rodney himself, master of the Eagle, whose word was law and whom Billy had only seen before as a remote presence on the quarter-deck. He was a man of thirty with windburned skin and a big jaw. The duty lieutenant stood behind him.

‘You, powder monkey. You say this – creature – speaks and you can understand it?'

‘Aye, sir.'

‘It threatened to burn the ship?'

‘Aye, sir.'

Captain Rodney made a brusque attempt to talk to the firedrake. It understood, and answered as though it was the haughty prince of the universe. But Billy saw that to the captain it was only noise such as any blazing fire might make.

‘It doesn't talk.'

‘No,' Billy said desperately. ‘Begging yer pardon, sir, but I hear it!'

‘Then why don't I? Or others?'

‘Don't know, sir. But I'm fiery-natured meself, they said in London. They didn't have to ask me twice as a rule if it was a fight they wanted. Maybe –'

‘There's a sort of affinity?' The captain studied the wiry, homely redhead before him. ‘Maybe. But I cannot just take your word.'

Billy lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Sir, begging your pardon, if that there firedrake burns the Eagle as it says it wants, it'll get bigger same as any fire, and it might burn the fleet next! Lion, Windsor, Defiance – the lot!'

Navy men did not frighten easily. Still, the captain cast one look across the sea at the line of the king's ships cruising south, fourteen ships and several frigates strong, and muttered, ‘Blazes!'

Behind them, the lieutenant had bent close to the firedrake. He had a liking for science, and his curiosity got the better of him.

‘Extraordinary,' he muttered. ‘A salamander? Fire elemental. I've heard about them. My uncle dabbled in alchemy. I doubted – but it's true.'

The firedrake voiced crackling laughter and sprang over the lieutenant's head, trailing fire like a comet. It left his uniform smouldering and his cocked hat ablaze. Sweeping the ruined lid furiously from his head, the lieutenant stood there humiliated and swearing while Billy tried not to snicker.

Blimey, he thought, it's not only right conceited, it's got a sense of humour, too!

Glancing at Captain Rodney, Billy thought he even saw his mouth twitch; but if so it set grimly in the next second.

‘We depart the fleet at once, Lieutenant. Change course. A long tack, three points to the wind. Once you have seen to that, change your uniform. You're improperly dressed.'

Then he turned to Billy. ‘Lad, suggest to your – friend – that it had better go below since we're headed for dirty weather. Make a hearth where it can be contained in some sort of safety. Remind it always that it's far at sea, and needs this ship as much as we do, so it had better control its urges.'

‘Aye, sir.'

The firedrake listened. Rocks and sand from the ballast made a reasonably fireproof place on the orlop deck, and there was fuel to sustain it while it remained spaniel-sized. Anything that would burn suited its needs.

Billy crouched by the makeshift hearth for hours, talking to it, trying to form some idea of how to deal with it. One truth emerged clearly; the firedrake was short on self-control. Curbing its urge to grow huge by consuming everything around it went against its nature. The single thing it seemed to fear was the immense waste of water.

Dermot, in his time off, came down to keep Billy company. He didn't share Billy's fascination with the firedrake at all. He was afraid of it, and said so; believed it was a minor devil, and said that, too.

‘I don't think so,' Billy argued. ‘Look, Irish, if it was a devil, it'd cringe away from yer crucifix, wouldn't it?'

‘Whatever it is, I can't see us carrying gunpowder and primers in action while it's around,' Dermot said. ‘Suppose it gets curious and comes near us – me, for instance? It'd rain Dermot O'Byrne for days.'

Billy thought that over. He was still thinking about it when the thunder, rain and squalls had passed and a clear morning showed the Eagle to be alone on the sea, out of sight of the British fleet. The captain sent for him.

‘We have to get rid of it, lad. We cannot have a king's fighting ship at its mercy – and that, in essence, we are. I've a notion that might work. The ship's carpenter says he can do it – but the firedrake must not notice him at work. Can you hold its attention for a couple of days? Above all, keep it away from the forecastle?'

‘Bit like catching starlight in a jug, sir. But I'll try.'

He felt both scared and fascinated as he settled down to the job. The firedrake was beautiful. Pity it was so dangerous. He realised soon enough that he could tell it nearly any lie, because it was like a newborn in most ways, and the warship Eagle was all the world it had ever experienced. It didn't seem to know that there was such a thing as dry land.

Billy made the mistake of letting that information slip. The firedrake became highly excited.

Take me there! Now! Put me ashore where I will not be surrounded by this horrible wetness!

‘Wait, now, Mister Roman Candle,' Billy said. ‘It ain't that easy –'

Take me to land!

Billy wheedled. ‘Blimey, now, what do you think we're doing? The Eagle's headed for land right now! The captain can't wait to let you off! But you have to do the right thing by us, see? No leaping about starting fires. No more burning the sails for a lark. Most of all, stay in one place.'

The firedrake shimmered and sparkled.

How long until we reach this dry land?

‘Five days,' Billy lied. ‘A week at most.'

The crackling voice grumbled and threatened. The firedrake had no patience. At last, though, it accepted what Billy told it.

He seldom left the creature. He wasn't supposed to. He wasn't supposed to look at the work in progress under the forecastle, either. He squirmed forward and spied on it nevertheless.

At first it made no sense to him. The carpenter had cut a hole about a yard square in the deck. Underneath it, he was building an odd-looking engine; a long thick plank fastened down at one end to a heavy timber block, a bit like a see-saw, but with one side much longer than the other. By the long end stood a drum-winch with strong cable wound about it.

Billy crept away, puzzled. What would that do? He couldn't imagine any mechanical engine being much good against the firedrake. It moved too fast. Besides, anything made of wood it could simply burn.

The cap'n had better know what he's doing! thought Billy.

A couple of days later, the captain sent word that the firedrake might come up to the open air. It welcomed the chance. Billy didn't think he could have kept it below for much longer. The square hole in the forecastle deck had been covered, now, by a neat wooden hatch with a shallow sand-filled tray nailed atop it for the firedrake's use. Lamp oil and rum stood nearby. Billy poured a cup of the raw spirit into the firedrake's mouth; it breathed out little blue flames and purred with pleasure. Gazing ahead, past the bowsprit, it demanded to know where land lay.

‘The way we're headed,' Billy answered. ‘Two or three days and we'll see the shore.'

He remained puzzled. That long plank and winch must be just about exactly beneath the firedrake, of course …

Suddenly he realised. Chainshot and grape in a broadside! Captain Rodney was a genius! Only why was he waiting?

Then a call came from the masthead lookout. ‘Sail! Sail! French fleet and convoy dead ahead!'

That must be the convoy they had been sent out to intercept. Billy's heart hammered. What a time! The Eagle was alone, and they couldn't move or load one charge of gunpowder with the firedrake aboard. They were helpless.

The captain said dispassionately, ‘Clear the decks. We engage the enemy.'

The Eagle made straight for the French fleet. Ten fighting ships. Half of them carried more than seventy guns. An immense merchant convoy with them.

Dermot's lips had become very dry. He licked them and whispered to Billy, ‘The Frenchmen must be about to die, cully. Laughing.'

The firedrake crackled and hissed with delight. French ships or English, it did not care; all it saw in the great flotilla yonder was food. If it consumed twenty ships there would still be abundance left.

Billy shivered. Enemies or not, he didn't care for the thought of that happening to the French. They were men. Not fish to be fried.

He looked at the firedrake with new eyes. It wasn't a mischievous sprite, it was a menace, and if it got ashore it might consume whole cities. What was the captain waiting for?

Under the forecastle, the ship's carpenter said quietly, ‘Go.'

A brawny seaman promptly swung a mallet, knocking the brake off the winch, which spun wildly around. The long plank sprang upward with all the force of flexing wood. It smashed into the underside of the new hatch with a kick like a giant's boot. Billy, standing beside it, was knocked off his feet. He fell down on a deck that was vibrating like a drum.

The hatch shot upward like a cork from a bottle. Sand scattered everywhere. Hatch, sand, and the crowing firedrake all hurtled over the side. The hatch struck the sea with a great splash. The firedrake fell after it. With a hissing shriek it vanished into the ocean.

As swiftly as that, it was over. The menace was gone. Billy, springing to his feet, scanned the heaving green water. There was nothing to see but a wooden hatch bobbing afloat.

Captain Rodney roared from the quarterdeck, ‘About ship! Action stations all!'

The powder magazine opened for work, and from then onward Billy was far too occupied for any thoughts of the firedrake's demise. While he and Dermot and the rest sweated in the guts of the ship, the rest of the English fleet hove in sight, to find the Eagle again – and the French convoy they had been hunting.

Billy had often wondered how he would do in real fighting action. He found out that day. He laboured among the fearful noise of the guns, the strangling, blinding smoke and the whizzing shrapnel. He saw men die.

He and Dermot came through it alive. The English won, with most of the French warships captured, and even though there was an inquiry into the Eagle's sudden departure from the fleet, every officer and man swore to the firedrake's reality and danger. It was believed, on the whole, but was reckoned too fantastic to enter in official records.

Captain Rodney received a commendation for gallantry. He rewarded Billy by having him taught to read and write, and then making him a midshipman. Billy hated being educated at first. Years afterwards, though, wearing his lieutenant's coat, he felt more grateful.

And he never forgot the firedrake, or doubted for a minute in his life that the world was an amazing place.
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Andromeda's rage was instant. She ignored the tears in the Babylonian slave's eyes and backhanded her face. ‘If you pull my hair again, barbarian, I'll have my father feed you to the sea monster!'

She snatched the gold and ivory comb from the slave, who dropped to the ground in terror. The useless creature had been a king's daughter back in Babylon, Andromeda's father had said, when he'd brought the new girl to her. ‘Precious booty of battle', he'd boasted and, by the look on his face, Andromeda was meant to be impressed. King's daughter or not, the barbarian girl shouldn't have pulled her hair.

Andromeda's rage wanted to claw its way out of her, and tear through everything around her. Every muscle in her body, every bone, throbbed with the pain of it. She strode to the window and looked longingly down at the sea. Oh, to be free! The sea monster bellowed in the distance, and the sound stirred something deep in Andromeda's chest. There was something she needed desperately, something she had been missing for such a long time – but what was it?
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Rage moved the sea monster, deep in the ocean. Her long, green-grey body rippled with anger. She needed to kill, now, but the little fish that fled from her were not worthy opponents.

Aha! She felt a sailing boat moving on the water's surface, far above her. Rage boiled in her gigantic blue-green veins. How dare these petty humans invade her domain!

She coiled her long body through the water until she was directly under the sailing boat, then speared straight up, driving the ship high into the air. For a moment, it felt wonderful. The impact of the wooden boat on her armoured snout was pure joy. As she submerged, she saw fishermen and their gear floating in the wreckage of the boat. The kicking legs and flailing arms of the humans fed her rage. She hunted them down, one by one, and crunched their bones. After she'd eaten them all, though, her fury was as violent as ever. Her tail lashed the ocean viciously. She needed more victims.
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Andromeda turned back to her golden bedroom, her beautiful cage. She pushed the rage down further, out of sight, out of knowledge. The little slave, poor terrified creature that she was, didn't deserve to die. Someone deserved to die maybe, but not her. Andromeda was a king's daughter; she must act like one. Dignity was everything.

Deliberately, she breathed deeply and smoothly, as Tithonius had taught her three years ago when the rages had started, after her breasts had begun to swell. She'd always tried so hard to be a dutiful daughter and princess, but time after time, the anger had overwhelmed her. Raging with self-pity in her lovely room, she'd gazed down at the furious waves, wishing so much to be free … Now she felt empty inside, as if she'd lost something vital to her, but what could it have been?

The mage Tithonius had been the only person who could help her, but before he could find out what had happened, her father had expelled him from the kingdom. The monster had appeared in the sea soon after Andromeda's rages started; her father had ordered Tithonius to ignore the princess's trivial problems, and instead to spend all his energies on defeating the monster. When the mage had failed, he was banished. With Tithonius gone, though, the sea monster had killed so many men that the people were calling for human sacrifice.

Soon her father, Cepheus, would choose a husband for her: a prince from one of the half-hostile kingdoms that encircled their country. She would be traded like a brood mare to some man she'd never met. She would be his queen, would bear his children, royal hostages to ensure the safety and prosperity of her father's kingdom, and her husband's. Then, dignity would be all that was left to her.

Andromeda put out her slender, pale arm and lifted the slave girl from the floor. She placed the comb back into the girl's reluctant hand.

‘Comb my hair, girl,' she said as calmly as she could, sitting herself back down on her gilded stool in front of the polished silver mirror. Her reflection stared back at her, her violet eyes shining wild, cheeks flushed almost crimson, hair a writhing mass of glossy black. Then, more gently, she said, ‘Don't be afraid. I would not let my father give you to the sea monster even if he asked. Please comb my hair.'

The slave girl's eyes were red, but she stood up straight as a statue, and without a word started to comb Andromeda's hair again. Yes, Andromeda thought, her father had been right. The girl really had been a king's daughter, once. Just like her.
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Perseus flew over Cepheus' kingdom, miraculously propelled by Hermes' winged helmet and winged sandals. Medusa's severed head, in a bag tied around his neck, bumped once more into his chest. He winced. Surely it was far too heavy for a head – even the head of a gorgon, child of the gods. The hideous fat snakes that had served her for hair writhed inside the goatskin bag, and his skin crawled. But Medusa couldn't turn him to stone, not now. The bag protected him; as long as the head was inside the bag, he couldn't see the face even by accident. He was safe.

But why were the snakes still moving? he wondered. He'd killed Medusa, hadn't he? Hermes had lent Perseus his famous winged sandals, so that he could fly swift as the wind, and grey-eyed Athene had guided his hand as he looked into his polished bronze shield and hacked Medusa's snake-wreathed head from her shoulders with Hermes' adamantine sickle. If he'd even glanced at the gorgon from the corner of his eye, he'd have turned into stone, a Perseus-shaped statue forever. But he hadn't. He'd looked into the shield, not at Medusa's face, and he'd killed her. He'd done what Athene and Hermes had wanted. Medusa was dead.

All the same, Perseus could feel Medusa's blood, dripping from the bag onto his chest and down his stomach. It burned like snake venom. Was it eating through his tunic and dissolving his skin? He didn't dare stop to look. But when he landed, when he finally took off his tunic, would he see flesh, or only bones? Perseus shuddered but winged upwards.

But what was that below him? It looked like a beautiful maiden, chained to a cliff next to the sea. He shook his head. Nothing these barbarians did would ever surprise him.

He angled down to take a closer look. Rescuing a woman – especially one as pretty as this one looked from here – should be an easy task, after killing snake-haired Medusa.
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Andromeda stood on the rock, a living sacrifice to the sea monster. She tried not to pull at the chains that held her to the cliff. Dignity, she thought, dignity.

The priest of the god Amun, in far-away Egypt, had told her father's messenger how to rid his country of the sea monster. The answer had been simple: ‘Give your daughter to the monster, and all will be well.'

Half of the kingdom was lined up along the beach, waiting, watching. Spray from the breaking waves fell over her again and again. Andromeda's white linen gown was soaked. If she'd been free to move, one pace would have taken her to the sea. She could have dived in, dived down and down, and been free forever. No foreign prince, no royal children … no sea monster. Now, though, all she could do was stand here, waiting for the monster to take her. She heard it bellowing in the distance, and quaked.

It was her duty to die for her country. She stood up very straight. She was a king's daughter.

But how long would it be, before the monster came for her?
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Medusa seethed with pain and misery. She had borne children to Poseidon Earth-Shaker, Father Zeus' brother and equal. How dare this mortal upstart, Perseus, behead her? He could not have done it without the connivance of Athene, that bloodless bitch birthed from Zeus' head, and Zeus' fool messenger Hermes.

Medusa felt the blood dripping out from the vessels of her severed neck, drip by drip. Her snakes writhed in fury.

Revenge. She would have revenge.
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The monster could smell something wonderful: better than a giant squid, or a boatful of fishermen. Something she'd been looking for all her short life, without even knowing it. Something she needed, if she was ever to be whole and complete.

She whirled around in the water, using all the sensitive organs she used to hunt her prey. Oh, but the smell was exquisite! She needed it!

Straight as an arrow, she flew underwater to the source of the smell. Overwhelmed with joy and desire, she lifted her head out of the water and saw the thing she needed: a human being, young, female, slender, standing very straight. The girl was chained to a cliff.

Their eyes locked.
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Andromeda stared into the sea monster's huge violet eyes. She knew those eyes. Every day she saw them shining in her silver mirror. She had to get closer, to touch the lovely beast, to stroke her wet, shining skin. The princess didn't fear the monster's muscular coils, her steel-hard scales, her jagged teeth. The monster would never harm her. The girl needed the sea monster, if she was ever to be whole and … happy. The monster was her, was what she'd lost.

The creature lifted her head higher above the waves, watching the sacrificial human.

Andromeda's heart beat very fast, but not from fear. Her gaze was still locked onto the monster's unimaginably huge eyes.

There was an audible gasp from the people lined up on the beach. The monster's great jaws opened wide, then closed – but no blood flowed. Andromeda's chains, broken by the immense teeth, fell to the rock.

Gazing up into the monster's violet eyes, Andromeda stretched her arms wide, and put her hands out to touch the monster's green-grey scaled body.

Herself. Her life. Her freedom.
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‘Don't move, maiden,' Perseus shouted. ‘I'm here to rescue you. I will kill the monster for you.' He only hoped that he could reach her before the sea monster took her. The closer he got to her, the lovelier she looked. What were her people thinking, to chain her on a rock for a sea monster to eat? She was far too beautiful to sacrifice.

Strangely, the girl didn't move. She was gazing at the hideous, scaly creature. Of course, he thought, she must be transfixed with terror. Or had the monster enchanted her somehow, taken away her will? He would attack it from behind, give it no chance to try such tricks on him.

The monster still hadn't noticed him. Its whole being was concentrated on the lovely girl. Surely she only had moments to live. Descending as fast as he could, Perseus pulled his sword from its scabbard.

‘No!' the girl screamed, when finally she looked up and saw him. ‘No! Don't kill it! It's me! The monster is me!'

Perseus ignored the girl's nonsense. She was delirious with fear. There was no time to lose. He would act now without Athene's help. He would kill the sea monster, and rescue a beautiful girl. Surely she was of royal blood, maybe even a princess.

Luckily, the monster was still acting as if he wasn't there. It was almost an insult to a hero like him, but perhaps the gods had arranged it so, to assist him. Perseus swung his sword and slashed viciously at the back of the scaled neck, once, twice, three times.

The monster's neck was like stone. The sword broke, and fell from Perseus' near-paralysed right hand. What weapon could he use now against it? If his sword had failed, his stabbing dagger was useless. The monster, which up till now had acted as if he were nothing, or less than nothing, turned its massive head to face him. The immense jaws opened, showing its jagged teeth.

The world seemed to stop, then Perseus felt Medusa's loathsome snakes writhing in the goatskin bag around his neck. Their fat bodies pressed nauseatingly against his chest. He thought he heard a noise from the bag; a low, rattling noise.

Yes! The head of Medusa was a fearsome weapon! A glance from her eyes would turn the monster to stone. Petrified, it would be a monument to his greatness.

‘Don't look,' he yelled to the girl, then thrust his hand into the bag, eyes tightly closed lest he himself be turned to stone. His stomach heaved, but he took hold of the snakes, and pulled. The heavy head hung in his hand. Careful not to open his eyes even a hair's breadth, he held the head out towards the monster's face.
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Medusa screeched with joy. The pompous fool thought that he controlled her power! Ha! This monster was no target for her anger. It was gorgonslaying Perseus that she hated.

Her wreath of snakes lifted their heads, all at once, and fastened their fangs on Perseus' vulnerable wrist. He let go of the snakes and screamed, but he kept his eyes squeezed closed. It made no difference. Medusa's head, released from his grasp, hung in mid-air and she watched with glee as the snakes' venom stopped the hero's heart, and his face went slack and empty.

As delicate as a cat, the monster took Perseus' limp body between her gigantic jaws, and crunched. Soon, a hero-sized lump was moving down the sea monster's sinuous throat.

‘Bravo!' the princess cried, and the monster put her great head down to nuzzle the girl. Then, before Medusa's eyes, the monster blurred and shrank into a green-grey mist. Princess and monster merged.

The gorgon, far-sighted daughter of the gods, had known the truth, even from inside the bag where Perseus had thrust her severed head. Together, princess and monster were whole.

‘Now,' the princess said, her head held very high, ‘it's time to deal with my father.'

Medusa laughed and laughed.
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My brother's dying and they won't let me see him.

I haven't seen Mum and Dad for a week, either. The hospital cops came and took me away because they said I had the same virus that's killing Dan. Which is a load of garbage because Dan reached me with a Touch and told me to run.

We'd always been close, him and me. I can remember when I was really little and I fell out of the old pine tree in the backyard. My arm was bent all funny and it hurt so much I felt sick. Mum and Dad were inside, but I couldn't get enough breath to shout or even cry. Everything was going all wobbly, like I was looking underwater through a back-to-front telescope, then I felt someone tap me on the shoulder. A little tap, like a single finger, then Dan whispered in my ear, ‘Hold on.’

I gritted my teeth and looked over my shoulder, but he wasn't there. Then I saw the back door of the house open and Dan hurried over to me. He picked me up but I don't remember much after that.

It was like that. We always knew where the other was. Sometimes I could tell what he was doing. Once in a while – usually in a sticky situation – one of us could Touch the other. It happened half a dozen times that I can remember. Dan said it was because we were so alike, even though he was ten years older than me.

When the Touch came I tried to run, but the hospital cops were at the door and they stunned me and hauled me away anyway. So I'm stuck in the same hospital as Dan – I can tell that – but I'm all alone. Except for the nurses and they don't say anything.

Now I'm working on my backup plan to get away. Always have a backup, Dan says. Always have a backup.

Of course, escaping from a prison hospital isn't easy when a spy-eye is hovering near the ceiling, watching every move I make.

I might sound suspicious, but I think I have plenty of cause to be. Having a genius for an older brother makes you a bit sensitive to stuff like that, I suppose. Not that Dan is a problem or anything. We've always got on fine. It's good to have a big brother who's a hotshot doing government stuff. It makes life a bit more comfortable. Our water ration, for a start, lets us shower every second day if we're careful.

But that'll all be over, I suppose, when Dan's dead. I feel sorry for him – for myself, too. Twenty-three years doesn't seem like long enough.

Finally I decided that lying in this bed was too much of doing nothing, but that spy-eye followed me wherever I went in the room. The closer it came, the more its high-pitched whine set my teeth on edge. It had a little red light, too, that blinked all the time. Even when lights went off, it was there.

I hated that thing.

Lying on the bed, I realised my backup plan wasn't going anywhere. The room had nothing to work with – no TV, no data connection, not even an outside window. The door's always locked. The nurses have special electronic keys they wear around their necks and they never speak anyway, so it's a nightmare.

I considered crawling under the bed.

The bed was one of those proper hospital beds – all steel, powered, with wheels. Like a little kid, I decided to drape the blankets over the sides to make a cave. When I crawled in, it was dim and close, but it felt good. For the first time in days, I had some privacy.

Then that stupid spy-eye nudged through the blankets and followed me in.

I was sitting there, bent over, knees pulled up to my chest, arms wrapped around them, when I saw it. Smug, it looked, blinking away, whining and hovering like it owned the place.

I couldn't stand it. I flicked at it, backhand, not really thinking. After all, everyone knew that spy-eyes have object avoidance circuits built in, and they're pretty good at dodging. It must have been the close confines under the bed, or maybe it was the lack of light, but I smacked the thing out of the air.

I stared. It tumbled backwards and hit the underside of the bed, right near the wall. I threw up my arm at the flash of light that erupted, followed by a sizzling crackle that didn't sound good at all.

When the spots stopped jumping in front of my eyes, I saw the spy-eye on the floor. It was charred and dead, no blinking light, and it was right underneath a tangle of melted plastic and wires hanging from the bed. Some sort of fuse box, I guessed, and then I was scrambling out from underneath into the darkness of the room.

The lights were out. The only illumination came from a small emergency lamp on the wall. It was enough for me to see that the door had popped open, its electrical lock undone by the power surge or whatever had happened when the spy-eye had collided with the fuse box under the bed.

It looked as if I suddenly had a backup plan.

I knew I wouldn't have long. A place like this would have standby generators or warning systems. So I grabbed my clothes from the drawers by the bed and slipped out of the room.

At first, I didn't really know where I was going. I just wanted out of that cell and I wanted to see Dan. The corridor was dark and quiet, with little patches of white thrown by the emergency lights. Stripping off my hospital gown, I pulled on my clothes. No socks, but my runners felt good on my feet. Dan bought them for me only a few months ago. He said they had some special feature, but I never found out what it was and I couldn't be bothered reading the manual.

I could hear noises: shouts, mostly, not sounding happy, then footsteps running and I decided to get away from my room. I turned right. It was as good a direction as any.

I wanted to see Dan. You know, one last time and all that. I knew he was here somewhere. It was just a matter of finding him. And not being rounded up myself, of course.

I turned a corner and nearly crashed into a trolley or something in the dark. It was a bit of luck because at that moment a security drone came into the corridor ahead. ‘DO NOT BE ALARMED,’ it bleated. ‘STAY IN YOUR ROOMS. POWER WILL BE RESTORED AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.’ I crouched behind the trolley and the drone drifted past, the big brother of the spy-eye, with monitoring equipment, and sonic stunners and restraining grapplers, too.

The doors all looked the same. I didn't want to just start barging in at random, so I looked for signs where the corridors intersected but they didn't help. ‘Ward 6’, ‘Ward 10’, stuff like that. Useless.

There were four corridors in front of me, shadowy and silent. The emergency lights were yellow and feeble, hardly holding back the dark. Sirens sounded in the distance.

‘There he is!’

The shout made me whirl around. Two shadowy figures were running towards me. ‘Stop right there!’ one of them called out.

Hospital police. That was enough for me. I ran.

I was looking for a fire escape. They'd be sprung open by the power surge and if I could get to the basement or carpark or something, I'd be okay. But all that faced me was closed door after closed door. I raced from pool of light to pool of light, glad for the new runners. Behind me, the cops weren't exactly observing the ‘Quiet – Hospital’ rule. They kept shouting at me to stop. I was getting worried someone would appear and box me in, but the place was quieter than any hospital I'd heard of. Where were the nurses? The orderlies? The emergency department?

I skidded to a stop on the shiny floor as I realised that I'd nearly barrelled past a gaping fire escape door. I darted through and from behind me came a different voice: ‘Stop kid! Organ Squad!’

The Organ Squad. It was worse than I thought.

I slammed the door shut. The whole concrete shaft of the stairwell boomed and echoed. My mind raced as fast as my feet as I went down the stairs. The Organ Squad? No one wanted to be stopped by the Organ Squad. Living people had the habit of ending up not alive when the squad got them. They were supposed to be the squad that made sure road fatalities arrived at the hospital in time for their organs to be used in transplants. At least, that was the official story. Rumours said that they were paid by the organ, so some of them figured that waiting around for vehicle crashes was too chancy. Why wait around when you could cause a few accidents when it suited you?

When I reached the next floor down I stared at the sign. Special Ward. I knew then, as sure as I knew anything, that Dan was on this floor. When I wrenched open the door and darted through, the lights came back on.

The hospital was suddenly full of whines and snaps and humming as it woke up again. The fire door behind me snapped shut with the sort of sound that meant it wasn't opening again easily. The lights overhead blinked on and the place wasn't a nightmare of shadows and shapes any more. It was a perfectly ordinary hospital corridor running away to my right and left, with another opening straight ahead.

I dropped my head, closed my eyes and pinched my nose. I thought about Dan, remembering the way he stared into space when he was working on a really hard problem, and then I had it. He was in the corridor to my right, seven doors down, and I knew I had to grab the key from the nurse's station and that I had about twenty seconds to do it before the nurse came back.

Desk, hooks, key and I had it, one, two, three. I slapped the card into the slot in the door and it opened. I threw it shut and stood with my back against it, breathing heavily. I'd made it.

‘You idiot.’ Dan's voice came from the single bed in the room. ‘Of all the places, you had to come here.’

The room was bigger than mine, but that was about all. Still no window, no TV, nothing warm or homey. Concrete, all round.

Dan was stretched out, the dark hollows under his eyes making them look enormous. He was surrounded by machines, plugged into him all over. He looked like he weighed about forty kilos, and all his hair was gone.

‘I came to say goodbye,’ I panted.

‘I'm not going anywhere,’ he said. ‘But you are.’

I went to his bedside. The steel rail around the bed was cool and hard as I gripped it. ‘What?’

He stared at me and it took me a while to realise he was crying. ‘I should have warned you,’ he said. ‘You could've run, lost yourself. Been safe, for a while, maybe.’

‘It's okay,’ I said. I figured that was the sort of thing to say to a sick person. ‘I have a backup plan. I'm getting out through the emergency department.’

He stared at me and he looked old, ancient, and tired. When he answered, it was as if he hadn't heard me at all. ‘And don't blame Mum and Dad, either. It wasn't their idea. The government made them do it.’

I could hear voices outside the door, rushing past. ‘Looks like I don't have long.’

He laughed then, but it was a laugh that was full of horror. ‘No, I guess you don't.’ He lifted one hand, and it had no fat on it at all. It was like a bunch of sticks as he grabbed my arm. His skin was hot and dry. ‘Do you remember that red bike you had? The one with the gears?’

I patted his hand. ‘I remember.’

‘And you remember how you were always riding over those dirt hills and running into trees and coming back with wheels that were bent and wrecked?’

Sure I did. I did it for weeks back a few years ago, before Mum and Dad found out and took the bike away. ‘It was fun.’

‘And you remember how you'd drag the bike back home all mangled, and then the next day the wheels would be all straight and ready to go again?’

I frowned. ‘Yes.’

‘I had a shed full of spares – spare wheels, spare brakes, spare cables. Anything I needed, I had all racked up and ready to go. Any spare part your bike needed, I had.’

I stopped patting his hand and looked into his eyes. I tried to say something, but my voice wouldn't work.

‘I'm sorry,’ he croaked. ‘The government says I'm too important to let die.’

I held up an arm and closed my eyes, hoping it would all go away. From behind me, I heard the door open. Rough hands grabbed me.

Dan sat up in the bed. Before the doctor could get to him, he held out a hand. ‘You'll always be a part of me.’
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It is definitely not cool to be bullied. Only one thing might be worse, of course, and that's for it to happen in front of a girl. Barry Panner and his gang were good at bullying. They did jiu jitsu at the youth centre, and they knew about agonising wristlocks and arm locks that could have a person squealing like a pig having a really painful operation without anaesthetic.

The first that Peter knew about Lyndel arriving was soon after the pain stopped. He was huddled against a wall in the park with his hands over his face, and was only aware that nobody was touching him any more, and that everything had gone quiet. Footsteps approached, but he did not look. Barry and his boys had ways of making one think that it was all over just before they really laid in.

‘You can get up, they have gone.’

The voice was female, and had an accent that might have been French. Peter lowered his hands. Lyndel was looming over him, her hands on her knees. She was wearing black. She always wore black. She was tall and thin, and was barely touching puberty. She was also a class above him, and he was fourteen.

In the distance he could see Barry and his gang. They were sniggering. Lyndel followed his stare. Now that Lyndel was looking at them, Barry and his gang decided that they were late for jiu jitsu and hurried away. She extended her hand to Peter. He cowered back against the wall. Lots of girls fancied themselves as the class witch, but though Lyndel never said anything like that, one got the feeling she didn't have to.

‘Don't you want me to help you up?’ she asked, smiling quite sweetly.

This is it, I'm gone, I'm gonna be a frog before dinnertime, thought Peter. Lucky they don't eat frogs’ legs in Australia.

Her hand was clammy, like she had been rubbing moisturiser into it. Peter found himself back on his feet, and he didn't even have green skin and webbed fingers.

‘Thanks,’ he mumbled.

‘For what?’ Lyndel asked as they walked slowly through the park.

‘Like, er, putting a spell on Barry and his bashers.’

Lyndel laughed. It was not a sarcastic laugh, more like a polite laugh because she had heard something really funny.

‘Spells do not exist,’ she said.

‘Then why did Barry's gang back off when you arrived? They never back off.’

Lyndel clasped her hands, except for two fingers, which she pressed against her lips as she thought.

‘I applied scientific principles to them.’

‘Science?’ asked Peter, wondering if he had heard correctly.

‘I am a mad scientist, after all.’

‘Mad scientist?’ he echoed, feeling really worried again.

‘Oh yes. Would any sane scientist dress in black?’

Peter considered carefully. Without her, Barry and his gang would still be doing things to him that Amnesty International would not approve of. He decided to be polite and play along with her.

‘So how did you do it?’ he asked.

‘Training and conditioning. Long ago, last century, there was a Russian scientist studying behaviour,’ she said. ‘He put a dog in a room, then shone a circular light on the wall and fed it. Hours later he shone an oval light on the wall and gave the dog an electric shock. Gradually he made the oval more and more like a circle. After a week the dog ran around in circles and howled whenever any sort of light was shone on the wall, and it bit anyone who tried to feed it.’

‘Awesome.’

‘That's what I did to Barry and his followers.’

‘Awesome. But … how did you do it? Like did you put them into a room, wire them up to the mains and feed them dog food?’

Lyndel laughed again, a sort of tinkling laugh that sounded like it came from someone smaller. By now they were out of the park and walking down a street. Lyndel waved in the direction of one of the houses, and Peter followed her through the front gate. Barry and his boys would soon be in the gym for their jiu jitsu class. He just had to stay out of reach until then.

‘Coffee?’ asked Lyndel as she led him into her room.

‘Yeah, thanks,’ he mumbled.

Peter could not stand coffee, but it did not seem a good idea to be unsociable. He looked around. The room was lined with shelves that were jammed with powders, liquids and text books. A large table was crammed with glass tubes, beakers, flasks, gas burners and other laboratory materials. In one corner was a bed made up with black sheets, blankets and pillows. Her wardrobe was open, and the stuff inside was so black that it looked like space without the stars.

He watched as she began to heat up coffee in a flask over a Bunsen burner.

‘So what do you think?’ Lyndel asked.

‘I've never seen so much black gear in one place.’

‘I meant of my laboratory.’

‘Oh, cool. Just like you'd expect from some weirdo scientist girl.’

There was a short but exquisitely awkward moment, then Lyndel said, ‘I like you, Peter.’ She poured his coffee into a mug with a picture of Einstein on it. ‘You make me laugh. You amuse people without being cruel.’

‘Thanks, I think.’

She took his hand in hers. It still had that wet, clammy, moisturised feel.

‘So I am going to do you a favour.’

‘Oh, but you've already done –’

‘I did nothing, I was just there at the right time,’ she said in a sort of dreamy voice like Peter's mother reading a fairy story to his sister when she was very young. ‘Barry and his boys are frightened of me, so they ran off. Are you frightened of me?’

‘Well …’

Peter thought quickly about what she might do to him if he said no. Was she an alien, disguised as a girl? That would explain why everyone found her so unsettling.

‘Well?’ she asked.

‘I guess so.’

‘Very silly of you.’ She giggled. ‘Why?’

‘Like, you're weird.’

There was another uncomfortable pause. Lyndel did not look annoyed, she looked more like she was trying to think of a way to explain something incredibly complicated to someone really thick.

‘I am a scientist, Peter,’ she said at last. ‘I might be a very young and peculiar scientist who studies seriously batty things, but I am still a scientist. Do you know what that means?’

‘Ah, you've got a white coat and test tubes?’

‘A white coat? I'd not be seen dead in anything but black.’

Lyndel released Peter's hand, stood up, and put on a knee-length black leather coat.

‘Like my lab coat?’ she asked, striking a pose for Peter's benefit.

‘Cool.’

‘Actually it's a bit hot. Peter, being a scientist means that I understand weird stuff. That means that sometimes when I experiment, it works. What do you want most? People who get bullied usually want revenge, they want to strike fear into those who bully them. Do you want that?’

Nobody ever crowded Lyndel. People were scared of her, they left her alone. Peter wondered if she could teach him her secret.

‘Yeah, I want Barry and his gang to be afraid of me,’ he declared.

‘You mean you want to beat them up?’

‘No, that would make me like them.’

‘Not a pretty sight,’ she agreed.

‘I just want them to be frightened of me.’

‘What you want is extreme, and extreme things cost lots and lots.’

‘You mean money?’ Peter asked.

‘Oh no, I never charge. You will just pay a price, but you are brave, and in some ways strong, too. You will need to be strong.’

‘Is someone watching us?’ Peter now asked, glancing about.

‘No, why?’

‘I've got a bad feeling.’

‘I see. Perhaps you should go home. Will your mother be annoyed when you get home late?’

He thought of his mother. She was okay about him being late, but somehow too nice. He pictured her in his mind. She was cold and hard.

‘Yeah, Mum will be annoyed,’ he said, now dreading the thought of going home.

Lyndel grasped his hand again.

‘How will the rest of the family feel?’

Peter's sister Angie had a spaniel named Charles. When Charles and Angie got back from their walk each evening, Charles would come running up the stairs, dash into his room, jump onto his lap and try to lick his face. It was as familiar to Peter as having breakfast, but now the images in his mind were out of control. In his mind, Charles kept rushing in, barking and growling, then biting him on the ankle. Angie would then run in and whip him with the dog leash. He could see his dad, standing in the doorway, calling the police on his phone, telling them that Peter had gone crazy and tried to kill Angie, and that her dog had saved her.

‘They hate me, I never want to go home,’ he said miserably.

‘How do you feel?’

‘Feel? I feel really feral. Everything frightens me. Everything! Especially Barry Panner's gang!’

‘What can they do?’ asked Lyndel, purring like a mother cat with her kitten.

‘Hurt me.’

‘They do that anyway. Why not give them a taste of what they do to you?’

‘They'll hurt me even more – but I don't care. I'm so afraid I'm angry.’

Lyndel nodded, as if she were reading Peter's thoughts.

‘The more fearful you become, the less you have to lose,’ she said softly. ‘That means you can become angry. Fear and anger are very similar. Why I do believe a black belt in jiu jitsu would be afraid of you, now.’

‘Yeah, I'll show them!’ shouted Peter, then the part of him that was desperately trying to stay rational got control of his tongue. ‘But you aren't afraid,’ he exclaimed.

‘Ah, but that is because I am a scientist.’

‘Oh yeah, a batty scientist, nothing scares scientists.’

Lyndel's face softened. ‘A batty scientist? Oh yes, huge, black, silken wings, flying about at night, carrying off people to experiment on. Very cool, I like it. How do you feel about Barry Panner now?’

‘Where is he? I want to take a piece out of him!’ shouted Peter, jumping to his feet.

‘Well then, let us go to the gym.’
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It was truly, seriously, strange outside. A jogger came running towards Peter, then suddenly looked as if he thought the youth was a Rottweiler. He turned to cross the street, and ran straight into a lamppost. A family a few houses down the street from Lyndel's place took one look at Peter and scrambled into their house, abandoning their drinks and dips on the veranda. A boy and his girlfriend who had been holding hands at the corner suddenly tried to hide behind each other, like they were acting in some comedy movie.

They reached the gym. It was the first time anyone had ever marched right into a jiu jitsu class without bowing.

‘Hey, just what do you think you're …’ That was as far as the instructor got before whatever Peter was radiating kicked in. He backed away. An entire class of people in white uniforms backed away as well.

‘Just what do you think you are doing,’ Peter screamed, ‘teaching that animal Barry Panner and his gang how to torture people? Chicken wing, that's the name of the wristlock you teach him, isn't it?’

‘Chicken wing, yes,’ the man replied nervously, ‘but it's defensive –’

‘Defensive? Hey, look outside, there's pigs flying past. They use it on kids like me! They used it on me on the way here! Your cruddy arm locks and wristlocks put kids like me in agony, yet leave no blood or bruises.’

Peter strode over to a table and picked up a clipboard and pen. The instructor trailed after him. Lyndel stood in the doorway, recording the scene with her phone camera.

‘That's the class roll, you can't –’

‘Take these and write!’ Peter shouted. The instructor took them. ‘My name is Peter Taylor, I'm at Greenbank High School. Mine is the first of a couple of dozen names of kids who Panner and his psychos beat up on after they leave here. You phone up the school tomorrow and talk to the kids with those names, then do some real hard thinking about teaching these feral retards any more martial arts.’

Peter called out the names, and there were a lot of them. The instructor wrote. The entire class looked on.

Having finished, Peter walked straight for Barry. Perhaps it was the fact that Peter had his instructor taking orders, but Barry seemed even more rattled than all the others. Barry tried to kick at Peter, but it was a kick that was way out of range. Because he had kicked so hard, he lost his footing and came down roughly on one knee. There was a sickening snap. Barry screamed with pain, then started to crawl away across the floor.

‘You saw it, he put a spell on me, that Lyndel witch taught him magic!’ cried Barry.

Peter looked at the others. They backed away. Nobody tried to help Barry. Peter turned back to the instructor, who was still holding the clipboard.

‘You, black belt!’ Peter called. ‘You think you're doing good by teaching self-defence. Well phone the kids on that list, then think again!’

‘Peter, my my, what a scene,’ Lyndel said with something that could have almost been concern. ‘Do come along before you hurt anyone else.’
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Once they hit the cold night air, Peter suddenly began to think clearly again. For a moment he reeled, and nearly fell. Lyndel grasped his arm to steady him.

‘It's wearing off,’ she explained. ‘You will feel a bit weak.’

‘Weak?’ gasped Peter. ‘Why?’

‘In the past thirty minutes your fear and anger have burned up enough energy for a ten-kilometre race. Come along, I shall explain at home.’

‘No! No, no, no, not your room again. I'm slow but I'm not stupid. You – you did something to me in there.’

‘True, but I could have done that anywhere. There's a deli with coffee tables. Sit down, it's my treat. I shall give you a little science lecture.’

Peter and Lyndel sat in silence until their coffees arrived.

‘You were not afraid,’ he said. ‘Everyone else was, but not you.’

‘People are afraid every time they get into a roller coaster, but that does not mean they can't cope. I have trained myself to control its effects, and even make it work for me.’

‘You did something to me!’ Peter said angrily.

‘Oh yes, and congratulations. Quite apart from that snapped ligament in his knee, Barry is now up to his earlobes in doggy poo.’

‘Don't change the subject. What did you do to me? You said it. What is it?’

‘My father is a biochemist. He works in non-lethal riot control. His team was working on a chemical that induces fear called amygdolon. Seriously panicky, irrational, industrial-strength fear. Mix a bit in with tear gas, and rioters will break Olympic sprint records to get away. I, well, liberated some during a visit to his lab. It fools with the amygdala in your brain.’

‘How did you give it to me?’

‘It was on my fingers, mixed with moisturising cream. Every time I touched your hand it was absorbed through your skin.’

‘But that means you should have been afraid, too.’

‘Oh no, that is why Dad abandoned the discovery. People can train themselves to resist it. With enough exposure to amygdolon, some can even produce enough amygdolon with their own bodies to frighten other people. I can. I can do it at will.’

‘So, that's why everyone is frightened of you.’

Lyndel nodded. ‘It took most of what I stole to train myself. There was a tiny bit left, so I thought I would donate it to a worthy charity.’

‘Me?’

‘You. You wanted people to fear you.’

She held up her phone camera. Peter's tirade at the gym had been real, and she had recorded the lot. Peter had to force himself to watch the playback.

‘That was so embarrassing, so totally uncool,’ he moaned as the picture winked out. ‘I can't believe I did it. You aren't going to post that on the Internet, are you?’

‘Tempting, but no.’

‘Now what?’

‘That is up to you. Tonight you learned that you can shame a black belt instructor and his entire class into doing whatever you want. Next time you need to stand up to a bully, teacher, boss or politician, you will know it can be done. You will not need amygdolon. Come on, I'll walk you home.’

‘You are going to walk me home?’ Peter exclaimed, feeling vaguely ashamed.

‘Peter, Peter, what person in his right mind would attack me?’
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That night Peter lay in bed with his arm hanging out over the edge for the very first time. For all his life he had slept with his arms up, frightened of some vague menace, some ghost or monster that lurked under the bed. Now … any ghost or monster under his bed was in deep trouble.
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‘I gots this lot from a Princeling,’ said the boy as he emptied a small pouch of gold and silver coins into a wooden box, already part filled. His lilac eyes gleamed as he watched each coin fall. In all his sixteen years, he had never had this much money at any one time.

He tossed the empty pouch to one side. ‘I also tooks this ’ere weapon.’ He pulled back his tattered cloak to reveal a sheathed sword.

‘Big deal,’ huffed the girl, exerting her superiority. She was an inch taller and a year older than the boy. ‘Ya gots yaself a sword.’

‘Oh, Zyra,’ grinned the boy, rubbing at the scar that cut a path through the dark stubble on his head. ‘This ’ere ain't no normal sword. It's a sword o’ light.’

The girl's green eyes narrowed to cat-slits and her numerous piercings glinted around them. ‘What's some snivelling Princeling doin’ with one of ’em?’

‘Dunno.’ The boy shrugged. ‘Probably nicked it. Don't care. He don't care no more neither.’ The boy laughed. ‘Course ya know what this means?’

‘The big bag?’

‘Yep!’ He patted the sword hilt. ‘With one of these babies I'll be able to go a dragon and win its stash.’

‘Well I gots news too,’ said the girl, barely able to contain her excitement. She reached into a pocket of her worn leather coat and pulled out a plastic card. It was the size and shape of a standard credit card. Metallic blue with an embedded microchip, it shone gently as if it had its own power source.

‘A key!’ gasped the boy. ‘You gots a key already! How'd ya do that?’

‘I liberated it from The Cracker right after he liberated it from that skinny rich dude who lives up The Hill.’

‘They're all rich dudes up there,’ said the boy. ‘And The Cracker's dangerous. Ya shouldn't be messin’ with ’im.’

‘Yeah, well I'm dangerous too,’ snarled the girl, baring her metal studded teeth. Suddenly she had a knife in each hand. She spun one of the knives between her fingers and then threw it. It thudded into the floor at the boy's feet. As he looked down at it, she sprang. In seconds, he was pinned up against the wall with a knife to his throat.

‘Ya've made ya point,’ he gulped.

‘I loves ya, Tark,’ she growled. She stepped back, and within seconds the knives were concealed again. ‘I also gots some info from The Cracker.’

Tark raised an eyebrow.

‘It tooks a bit of convincing.’ Zyra smiled, tugging at her earrings. ‘But I now knows where to gets us another key.’

Tark suddenly rushed forward and grabbed Zyra, running a hand through her spiky black Mohawk. ‘I loves ya too. Let's get to it, then.’
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Tark peered through the undergrowth at the cave. All seemed peaceful and quiet. He had never taken on a dragon before – he'd never even seen one. He was just a common thief and dragons were well out of his league. No one below a knight, second class, would attempt such an encounter. And yet here he was.

‘Oi!’ Tark shouted as he approached the cave. ‘Dragon! Ya in there?’

Silence.

‘Bring outs ya gold. I is ’ere to takes it from ya.’

A deep rumble came from the cave. Suddenly Tark wasn't so sure about what he was doing. A wisp of grey smoke smothered him. Tark quickly drew his cloak up around himself. A small burst of flame shot right at him. Tattered though it was, his cloak had enough power to protect him from the heat.

As Tark peered out from behind his cloak, the dragon emerged. It was a lot smaller than he had expected. He had imagined a gargantuan beast with smouldering eyes, smoking nostrils and enormous bursts of fire spewing from its mouth.

But this dragon was only about twice Tark's size, and Tark was not all that large. Its eyes were round and blue; its scales, azure and shimmering; its snout, short and somewhat squishy-looking. It was hardly what he would call fierce. ‘Cute’ seemed a more apt description.

‘What kind of a dragon is ya?’ asked a puzzled Tark, lowering his cloak.

‘What kind of a knight are you?’ retorted the dragon.

‘I'm not … I is a thief.’

‘Lords of Fire preserve us,’ sighed the dragon, rolling his eyes. ‘What has our little forest world come to, when a common cutpurse with delusions of grandeur comes to steal from a mighty dragon?’

‘Yeah, well,’ said Tark, hand taking hold of the sword's hilt under his cloak. ‘Ya don't looks too mighty from where I is standin’.’

‘You're not standing, you're cowering,’ declared the dragon. ‘There is a difference.’

‘Where's your bag o’ gold?’ demanded Tark, straightening and trying to stand taller.

‘Where do you think it is, you moron? It's in my cave.’

The dragon shook his head and swung back onto his hind legs. He suddenly looked a lot larger. He raised his front paw and flexed it. Three razor-sharp talons popped out like cat claws. The dragon grinned widely, revealing a double row of yellowed, pointy teeth.

‘I'm bored now,’ he growled.

Tark flung back his cloak and drew his sword. Dazzling light erupted from the blade. Half-blinded he tried desperately to hold on, but it was as if the sword o’ light had a mind of its own and a pre-planned destination.

‘Hang on,’ yelled the dragon. ‘You're not meant to have one of those. They're …’

But the blade, with Tark in tow, had found its target, embedding itself deep in the dragon's chest. Engulfed in light, the dragon burned away from the inside till only a few charred scales remained.

It took every reserve of strength and determination Tark had to sheath the sword o’ light.

‘Now who's cowerin’, ya snotrag,’ spat Tark before running into the cave to retrieve his prize.
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Zyra removed her red leather jacket – her pride and joy; her signature piece – carefully folded it and placed it under the covering leaves of a bush. Her remaining clothes were black, sleek and skin-tight – much more appropriate for what she was about to do.

With seemingly little effort, Zyra scaled the brick wall, back-flipped over the razor wire that topped it, and landed cat-like on the lawn. With barely a pause for breath, she sprinted to the first of the topiary gargoyles that dotted the grounds. From there, she slowly made her way to the mansion, gargoyle by gargoyle, making sure to avoid the ground-level triplasers that criss-crossed the lawn. One false step and she could lose a foot.

Zyra used her shuriken throwing stars to dispatch the three guards who patrolled the exterior of the mansion. Then with two pieces of wire she picked the lock on the servants’ entrance and slipped inside. A heavy saucepan made short work of the cook and butler, and her beloved knives took care of the interior guards.

She tiptoed up the stairs and snuck into the museum room. Zyra gazed around at the artefacts displayed in glass cases, each with its own specially designed security system. The challenge of stealing each and every piece in the room held a great deal of appeal for Zyra. Lots of very valuable stuff – but much too difficult to fence. And the challenge in itself was not enough of a drawcard.

Zyra went straight for the safe behind the portrait of the Fat Man. She removed her gloves and put her hands on the safe; the fingers of one hand gently holding the tumbler, the fingertips of the other resting an inch above. She took a deep breath, concentrating on the feel of the safe, and oh-so-carefully turned the tumblers – left two, right five, left one, pause, left one again, right three. Click!

‘Damn, I is good.’ Zyra smiled as she swung the safe door open. She reached in and grabbed the key …

A heavy hand came down onto her shoulder and spun her around.

She was face-to-face with a large, extraordinarily fat man in a business suit – the Fat Man from the portrait.

‘Well, well, well …’ breathed the man with difficulty, sounding decidedly unhealthy. ‘Lucky me for listening to a snitch's tip-off.’

Zyra winced at the garlic breath, and went for her knife.

Despite his bulk, this guy was lightning quick. One doughy hand suddenly had her knife arm pinned to the wall and another tightly clasped around her throat. Zyra's free hand desperately clung to the card-like key.

‘You're so fragile,’ wheezed the Fat Man. ‘It would take so little effort to clench my hand into a fist and crush your pretty little throat.’ He tightened his grip, making Zyra gasp for air.

In desperation Zyra flailed out with her legs, kicking the Fat Man in the groin. He immediately let go and doubled over in pain. Zyra gave him another kick for good measure and then, with the key in hand, she ran down the stairs and out of the house. As she skipped over the trip-lasers in the grounds, the Fat Man stuck his head out of the top-storey window. He yelled some unintelligible words and the topiary gargoyles sprang to life.

‘Magik!’ gasped Zyra. ‘I didn't know this fat guy hads magik.’

She increased her pace, dodging around the shrubbery. After a few moments of confusion, the gargoyles gave chase. Four of them came afoul of the trip-lasers, reduced to mulch in seconds flat. But the remaining two continued the pursuit.

Zyra reached the wall and was over it in seconds, leaving the gargoyles to get tangled in the razor wire. She immediately went to retrieve her jacket, only to discover that it was not there.

‘This what you looking for my pretty, pretty thieving wench?’ said a familiar voice.

Zyra looked up into the beady, bloodshot eyes of The Cracker and the point of a loaded crossbow. Her precious jacket was casually draped over the thief's shoulder.

‘You take from me after I've fairly and squarely appropriated … and now I take from you after you've appropriated.’ The Cracker chuckled. ‘And I gain the trust of the Fat Man for ratting on a fellow thiever.’ He took a menacing step towards her. ‘Almost even! Just need to break a few fingers first.’

Thunk!

Tark hit The Cracker over the head with the dragon's hefty sack of gold.

‘Told ya ’e was dangerous,’ declared Tark. ‘Lucky I polished off me dragon nice an’ quick.’
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Tark and Zyra made their way from The Hill at the centre of the city to Designers’ Paradise with little difficulty.

‘’Ere we go then,’ said Tark, as they approached the entry portal.

They each held up their key to the scanner on the shimmering wall. The electrostatic shield parted, revealing a squat robot attendant. Tark placed their acquired wealth onto the robot's calculation tray.

‘Three hours, seventeen minutes, three seconds,’ the monotone voice announced, as the robot disappeared into the dome.

Zyra pushed Tark in ahead of her.

It was like walking into static interference made tangible. They were surrounded, encased, in grey, sizzling nothing – suspended in the anticipation of things to come. They could feel themselves disappearing.

‘Avatars?’ asked a voice inside their heads.

‘Tina Burrows.’

‘And John Hayes.’

‘Game environment?’

‘Suburbia.’

The static dissipated – as did all that made them who they were.

John Hayes and Tina Burrows were standing side by side in the most mundane of suburban surroundings – uniform, weatherboard houses with neat front yards and white picket fences; clear blue sky; the scent of spring flowers on the gentle breeze and birdsong in the distance. Perfection!

‘What shall we do first?’ asked Tina.

‘Um …’ thought John. ‘How about homework?’

Tina nodded enthusiastically. ‘I'd love to. Then maybe hang out at the mall until our time is up?’

Tentatively, John smiled and then took hold of Tina's hand and led her up the front path of his parents’ house.
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Kelly was stuffing her bikini into her sunglasses case, trying bravely not to cry. ‘But I don't think I'm ready for a new boyfriend, Mish.’

‘You know what they say about falling off a horse, Kel?’

‘What?’

‘You have to get straight back on.’

‘Will isn't a horse.’

‘He dumped you, didn't he?’

‘Yes.’

‘It hurt, didn't it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then it was exactly like falling off a horse.’

Kelly squeezed a tear into her sunglasses case with the bikini and snapped it shut. Then she poked the case down a narrow crevice in her bag and stood contemplating her toenails (which I must say were painted a rather tacky shade of orange).

‘Are you sure you can't fit any more in that bag?’ I asked.

‘Only the sad, lonely pieces of my broken heart,’ she sniffed.

Kelly is my best friend and I love her dearly but she is a total drama queen. Kel will turn a molehill into the entire Himalayan range if you let her. And I wasn't about to let her. ‘You need to get on with your life, not sit moping over some boy.’

‘Will isn't some boy. He's the boy. It's only been a week. I think I'm entitled to wallow a little longer.’

‘A week is a long time in the almanac of love, Kel. For love of Romeo, Juliet met, married and killed herself, all in five days. Britney was married and divorced in fifty-five hours. Besides, I know you'll like AJ.’

‘Everyone likes AJ.’ My ten-year-old brother Toby popped up from behind the couch to butt into the conversation. His eyes were hidden behind Mum's sunglasses and a pair of binoculars dangled from his neck. Toby has recently decided upon a career with the paparazzi. He says the paparazzi are the big game hunters of the twenty-first century except that stalking celebrities is a lot less cruel than killing tigers. Plus, the paparazzi earn a lot of money for doing very little. The only problem is – there being very few celebrities in our neighbourhood – he spends all his spare time stalking me.

‘I told you I'd kill you if you eavesdropped again!’ I screamed, but Toby just shrugged and ducked behind the couch before I could grab him by the binocular strap and strangle him. ‘And what do you mean “everyone likes AJ”?’

‘What's not to like?’ came his muffled voice from under the couch. ‘He'll lend you his surfboard, share his last five bucks and doesn't mind playing with kid brothers. Unlike some people I know.’ With that, Toby popped up again, digital camera in hand, and snapped me in the act of maiming him for life with a flying bottle of shampoo.

‘Kids!’ shouted my father from the car. ‘Is that the last of the luggage? Because I think the Toyota is about to sink into the concrete.’

We didn't talk much during the last minutes of our winding journey to the beach house. Me, because I was concentrating on not throwing up the souvlaki I ate for lunch; Mum and Dad because they had just had their twentieth argument about which route was shortest; Toby because he was spying on every parked car we passed and Kel because she was … well, Kel. Kel didn't say a lot, which was one reason why she and AJ would be perfect for each other. I had spent four weeks of every summer with AJ for the last fifteen years and I doubt he ever said more than ten words in one utterance. AJ mostly kept his thoughts to himself. Not like me. My philosophy is, why waste a good thought when you can share it with somebody who might find it useful. Yes, Kel and AJ would be perfect for each other. She certainly needed someone to lift the cloud which had been shadowing her since Will dumped her for a girl with big hair and too much fake tan. Even shopping hadn't done the trick.

AJ's mum and mine had been coming to Kent River since they were kids; hanging out at the general store in their Harry high pants and platform shoes and baking themselves to a crisp on the wide stretch of sand between the river mouth and the point. When they had kids, they continued the tradition. AJ was like my boy next door, only in little video clips of four weeks every summer. He was fun, loyal and cute – in a Jack Russell kind of way.

‘Mum, I think the people in that car are having sex,’ Toby said as we cruised past a station wagon parked at a scenic viewing spot high above the ocean.

‘How would you know?’ I said.

‘The car's bouncing up and down.’

‘Put the binoculars away, Toby, before you get me arrested!’ Dad shouted from the driver's seat.

I was pondering the physics of generating enough force to rock a car simply by having sex when the Toyota slowed to a crawl as Dad turned off the coast road. We climbed the last hundred metres to the beach house and Kel finally looked up from her iPod. She smiled as we pulled up outside the creaking weatherboard house tottering on its wooden stilts.

‘It looks really cosy.’

‘You could call it that,’ I said. ‘Or you could call it small, run-down, and lacking in the most basic necessities, such as cable TV and broadband.’

‘I like it.’

‘You liked Will.’

‘Look! There's AJ!’ Toby said, focusing his binoculars on the beach below. I snatched the binoculars from him in a manoeuvre I had learned in basketball which involved hooking one arm through your opponent's then snatching the ball with the other and hoping the ref didn't notice.

‘I can't see him,’ I said, scanning the beach.

‘The red floral boardies, carrying the kayak.’

‘That's not AJ. That guy's too tall and buff.’

‘I thought you said AJ was hot,’ Kel muttered.

‘He is, but in a small neat package like Tobey Maguire.’

‘If he's so hot, why haven't you grabbed him yourself?’

‘He's the boy next door, Kel! Besides, I don't have enough time for boys,’ I added. ‘Between homework, sport and music I barely have time to squeeze my pimples.’

‘It's AJ all right,’ said Toby, snatching back the binoculars. ‘I can tell by the scar on his knee where you dared him to climb the waterfall last summer.’

AJ and I had an arrangement. As soon as I arrived I would hang the skull and crossbones from the veranda railing to let him know I was there. I could have sent him a text message but it wouldn't be the same as a pirate flag flapping jauntily in the breeze. The flag was faded now and the eyes gaped where moths had snacked on them but I still unfolded it from my suitcase and set it to fluttering. You could see our veranda all the way to the point and AJ usually turned up within the hour.

‘Where does AJ hang his flag?’ asked Kel.

‘What do you mean?’

‘To let you know he's here.’

‘What would be the point in that? I already know he's here because he comes when he sees my flag.’ Kelly could be remarkably dense sometimes.

But AJ didn't come and the long cool lines of surf beckoned.

[image: Images]

The beach smelled of seaweed and summer as Kel and I waded through the shallows a short time later with obligatory yelps at the chill water and a brief stop to adjust the alignment of our bikinis. A kayak came shooting past us and one of the paddlers waved as it scooted over the fading ripples to the sand.

‘It's AJ!’ I shouted, surprised at the leap in my chest. I guess I was anticipating Kel and AJ's meeting, hoping they would like each other and confirming my good judgement. I have a flair for affairs of the heart. Apparently, my emotional IQ is very high, at least according to a magazine quiz I once took.

AJ and his friend leapt from the kayak and heaved it further up the sand. Then he turned and lifted an arm in salute. ‘Hey, Mish, long time no see!’ he called.

This couldn't be AJ. My AJ was kind of compact with short brown hair and a tentative grin. This boy looked like AJ's older, hotter brother with long, sunny brown hair brushing broad shoulders, at least six inches extra height and an easy smile.

Except AJ didn't have an older brother.

‘Hey, AJ!’ I croaked, blinking salt water from my eyes in case they were deceiving me. When I opened them again, AJ and his friend were just a few metres away. Last year, AJ would have dived through my legs or circled me like a shark before zeroing in on the ticklish spot behind my knees. This year, he just stood there – an ocean of water and a bucket-load of living between us. I suppose I must have been just standing there too because Kel elbowed me pointedly. ‘Oh, yeah, this is my friend Kelly.’

‘Hi Kelly, this is Macka. Macka, this is Mish.’

‘That's short for MacKenzie.’ Macka grinned. He had one of those big grins that showed all his teeth and you could play join-the-dots with his freckles. Macka stood almost six feet tall – just a fingernail shorter than the new AJ – and his curly blond hair was styled with salt.

Kelly smiled vaguely at both guys. ‘I've never kayaked in the surf before.’

‘You want to try it? I can take you out,’ said AJ.

‘I'll take you. He'll get you drowned,’ said Macka.

‘Thanks, mate.’

‘Maybe I could go out with both of you. But I'll probably be useless,’ said Kelly. ‘The last thing I paddled was a big rubber ring at a water park and that capsized.’

‘I can kayak,’ I said but nobody heard me. The guys were too busy arguing about who should take Kel out first and Kel was too busy watching them.

‘I thought you were still wallowing,’ I hissed in Kelly's ear a few minutes later as AJ helped her clamber into the kayak and Macka leapt in after her.

‘I'm learning to kayak, Mish,’ Kel huffed, ‘not tattooing their names on my buttocks.’

AJ pushed the kayak over the first breaker then stood shaking his head in disbelief as he watched Macka battle Kel's atrocious paddling technique all the way out beyond the breakers. ‘This could take all summer,’ he said.

‘You look different,’ I said, considering him through narrowed eyes.

‘Yeah, well, I've been eating my Weeties. You look the same.’

What did that mean? Instead of asking I gave him a shove hard enough to knock him backwards into a breaking wave. When he surfaced twenty metres in to shore, blowing water from his nose and extricating sand from his boardies he yelled, ‘You're going to pay for that!’
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Our days fell into a pattern. Sleep in until Mum threatened to throw us into the street in our PJs. Hit the beach after breakfast to surf, swim or kayak with AJ, Macka (and Toby if it couldn't be avoided). Play beach cricket or walk to the point when the day grew cooler. In the fading light we'd hang out by the store with other friends or there'd be a movie or a barbecue at the surf club. AJ certainly seemed to like Kelly. His face opened in a smile as soon as we appeared each morning and he had more to say to her than he'd ever said to me.

It was pretty much like every other summer, except this time there was something not quite right. Instead of slipping into each day like wading into the surf, I woke up agitated and breathless, wondering what would happen next. Would AJ make a move on Kel? Would he slip that smooth bronzed arm around her shoulders? Would he finally zoom in for the big pash? Or had they been making out behind my back already, all tongues and teeth and writhing torsos?

‘Kel?’ I asked as we spread our towels on the sand one morning.

‘Hmm?’

‘Has he kissed you yet?’

‘Why?’

‘Well, you don't want to let things go too far too quickly. You know what happened with Will.’

‘You're the one who wanted to set me up with a new boyfriend!’

‘I know. And I do. It's just that … well, has he?’

‘If I told you, you'd have an opinion.’

‘No I wouldn't!’

‘Yes you would!’

AJ rolled up at that moment, his eyes straying accidentally to my breasts before quickly flicking away to smile at Kelly. ‘Don't believe her. She has an opinion on everything.’

‘I do not. I don't have an opinion on cricket. It's too boring.’

‘See what I mean? Even when she's not having an opinion, she has an opinion.’ He and Kelly shared a glance and a laugh like co-conspirators. Last summer I would have laughed with them but this year my laugh turned into a hiccup which threatened to become a sob.

‘I'm going in,’ I said. ‘I'll leave you two to it.’

‘What did that mean?’ AJ caught up with me as I dived beneath a wave cresting into a tumble of white water.

I came up repeating the mantra my father had taught me all those years ago. ‘Under, over, under, over …’ Jump over the smooth swells, dive under the breakers. That way you won't get hurt. All I had to do here was dive under until the breaker had passed. All I had to do was let it wash over me.

‘What's wrong with you, Mish? You're pricklier than a sea urchin,’ AJ said, surfacing beside me. He knew the under/over rule as well as I did.

‘Nothing. You two seem to be getting on so well, I didn't want to cramp your style. You know … the part where you reach over for the sunscreen and accidentally lean so close that you can't help swooping in for the pash?’

AJ watched my face for a moment as if he was looking for something, then he shook his head slightly so that little beads of water flew from his hair, catching the light. ‘You were the one who pushed me away last summer, said it was better if we stayed friends.’

‘And I meant it.’

Yes, I had meant it at the time. But AJ was different this year, older, more sure of himself. He'd caught up with me somehow. I even had to look up slightly to meet his eyes. Last summer it was the other way around. ‘Be good to Kel, AJ. She's fragile.’

I dived under the next wave and swam for as long as my breath held, my breasts scraping the sandy bottom. When I surfaced, AJ was riding the wave back to the beach where Kelly waited, his body a human bullet gliding through the frothing water. Well, that was an alternative. Instead of going under or over, you could always ride the wave to its conclusion. But AJ was my friend and Kelly was my best friend. I wanted it to stay that way.
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‘Hey, Mish!’ Toby called from the veranda. ‘Is that Kelly down by the barbecues kissing some boy?’

‘What?’ I raced out onto the deck and snatched the binoculars.

‘I thought we weren't supposed to be spying!’ said Toby.

‘I'm not spying, I'm just checking,’ I said, zooming in on the picnic area. There was Kelly, her arms around somebody's neck, but that somebody was hidden by a tree. ‘I can't see who it is.’

‘Who else could it be?’ said Toby, just as I caught a glimpse of red floral board shorts.

‘Who else, indeed?’ Casting the binoculars in Toby's direction I rushed into my room, grabbed a pen and paper and flung myself onto the bed. I would get this stupid idea out of my head if it was the last thing I did.

It was a long shallow walk out past the breakers that night. The surf was flat and the waves hissed onto the sand as I waded out up to my chin, bobbing over each small crest. The sea was so calm there was no need to dive under, just walk right on through. My hand was still cramping as I swung my arm in a smooth arc and hurled the bottle as far out to sea as I could. Then I turned and swam back towards the beach. That should do the trick.
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Kelly was still in bed when I left for the beach the next morning. She'd been sending text messages late into the night while she thought I was asleep. Down by the sea, rows of surfers floated like seals out where the first line of breakers swelled. A lace of seaweed trimmed the beach at the high tide mark as I set off towards the point at a fast stride. There was a man out walking his dog and two old ladies paddling through the shallows with their trousers rolled up to their knees but no one else was about until I heard the soft squeak of someone running behind me.

‘Mish! Wait!’

AJ fell into step beside me without saying another word. For once I didn't have an opinion to offer, either.

‘I was down on the beach early this morning,’ he said finally. ‘I found something.’

‘A shell?’

‘No. A bottle.’

‘What kind of bottle?’

‘The full kind.’ He pulled a crumple of paper from his pocket and smoothed it out on his palm. I suddenly knew that if I looked over his shoulder I would see lines and lines of straggly writing all saying the same thing. He paused to look at me but I was deliberately staring out to sea. ‘Mish, the tide was turning last night. The bottle came back.’

‘I don't know what you're talking about.’

‘How about “I will not love AJ” written a thousand times?’

‘So? The operative word is not.’

‘Will not, not do not.’

‘I was getting rid of ghosts.’

‘What ghosts?’

‘The ghosts of what-might-have-been.’

AJ stepped in front of me so that I had to stop or walk straight into his chest. He grasped me by the upper arms to hold me still. ‘Last year you said we were just friends.’

‘We weren't ready to be more than friends last year. And now it's too late. Now you have Kelly. And Kelly is my friend.’

‘What makes you think I want Kelly?’

‘You were kissing her for a start.’

‘I never did!’

‘I saw you. Well, actually, I saw your board shorts kissing her.’

‘I lent my boardies to Macka because he ripped his on the rocks.’

‘Then it wasn't you kissing Kel?’

‘No! The only person I want to kiss is you.’

When we finally came up for air, AJ had a few more than ten words to say. After he told me how sexy he thought I was and how he'd wanted to kiss me since we were twelve, he gave me a lecture. I hate lectures.

‘Being loyal is cool, Mish, but you can't always be in control. Sometimes you've just got to go with the flow. Let the wave take you where it will.’

That's okay, I suppose, so long as the wave is going where I want it to go.
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‘Can I sit with you?’ he said, leaning over the cinema seat. She turned her head and looked back into the dark. It was the leather jacket that made her certain that it was him.

‘There's a free seat,’ she said, shrugging. She turned back to the screen.

‘I'll behave, promise,’ he said. He had to go past a group of kids watching the movie with their grandmother to get out. ‘’Scuse me. Sorry. Sorry. Thanks.’

He sat down next to her and put his black boots up on the seat in front. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out a packet of Jaffas. He offered them to her. She shook her head.

‘You don't like Jaffas?’ he said, tossing one into his mouth. ‘I'll remember that.’

‘Why are you following me?’ she asked in a whisper.

‘Following you?’ He crunched the Jaffa. ‘What makes you think I'm following you?’

‘You were at Maccas when I was having lunch. Then, when I was looking at shoes, who should turn up a minute later but you.’

‘I didn't buy in the end.’

‘It was a woman's shoe shop.’

‘I'm a modern guy.’

‘Then I went to Sanity,’ she said. ‘It turns out that you like sixties music as well.’

‘Always have. Fab stuff. Groovy.’

‘You followed me to Dymocks.’

‘We'll have to talk about our favourite books some time.’

She ignored the offer. ‘And now you're at the movies,’ she said.

‘Coincidence,’ he said.

‘I want you to stop bothering me,’ she said, collecting up her things to leave.

‘You're beautiful,’ he said, tossing another Jaffa into his mouth, crunching down on it again.

‘You're crazy.’ She stood up.

‘Only for you. Sit down again. Please,’ he begged. For some reason, she did. ‘I followed you from the bus mall,’ he continued. ‘I knew from the first moment I saw you that you were special.’

‘Ssh!’ hissed the kids in the row behind, annoyed.

He ignored them. ‘We're made for each other …’

He stopped, waiting for her to provide her name.

‘Angela,’ she said after a moment.

‘Angela, my angel,’ he said.

‘Can't you do better than that?’

‘I'll try to do better. I promise. By the way, I'm Andrew,’ he said. ‘Andrew Carruthers. Our names go well together, don't you think: Angela and Andrew.’

‘Our names are never going to go together.’

‘We'll see. Do you want to get a coffee or something?’ he suggested.

‘In case you've forgotten, I came in here to escape you.’

‘I didn't think Battling Bunnies would really be your sort of movie,’ he said, not at all put off.

‘Sssh!’ the kids behind chorused again, louder this time. An usher came in. He shone his torch in the direction of the hiss. Andrew stood. He took her arm and led her out into the cinema foyer. Sitting on the orange couch, she looked at him properly. He was fifteen or sixteen; quite tall, brown hair and matching brown eyes. A good haircut. He was wearing black jeans, boots and the leather jacket. Maybe he really was a sixties fan.

He smiled at her. He had a killer smile.

‘We were made for each other,’ he said. ‘We both like the movies, music, books, food.’

‘And shoes,’ she said.

He laughed. He had a nice laugh to go with his looks and his killer smile.

‘You work hard at these pick-ups, don't you, Andrew.’

‘A hunter needs to be patient.’

‘So, you're a hunter?’

‘Not normally. You're special.’

‘Is your name really Andrew?’

He pulled out his wallet and showed her his student bus pass. He went to Hurley Street High and even managed to look quite good in the head shot on the pass.

‘Aren't you going to ask if my name is really Angela?’ she said.

‘I trust you, Angela,’ he said. ‘Do you want to go back and see the rest of the movie? To find out if the bunnies defeat their enemies, the foxes?’

‘I think I can guess the outcome.’

‘How about that coffee then?’

‘Okay.’

They got up and walked out of the cinema. She didn't take his offered arm.
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‘Have you got a boyfriend?’

‘What's it to you?’

‘It could be everything, Angela.’

He sipped his coffee, studying her over the rim of his cup. She liked him for some reason, despite his cockiness.

‘No, no boyfriend.’ She shook her head.

‘Everyone must be blind, deaf and dumb,’ he said.

‘There have been some boys I've been out with,’ she admitted, ‘but no one I'm really interested in. I've got mates but they're friends, not boyfriends.’

‘I'm glad there isn't a boyfriend,’ Andrew said.

‘Why?’

‘Because then I'd have had to fight a duel with him for you and I hate bloodshed,’ he said. ‘Particularly when it's my own blood.’

She laughed.

‘It's one thing you should know about me, I'm a complete coward,’ he said. ‘And I hate sports of every kind.’

‘Interesting.’

‘But,’ he said, ‘if I need to be a star for you, just point me in the right direction and I'll do whatever needs doing.’

‘I've never met anyone like you before,’ Angela said, laughing again.

‘Yep, I'm one of a kind,’ he said.

‘You think a fair bit of yourself, don't you?’

‘If I didn't think a fair bit of myself, I wouldn't be nearly good enough for you, Angela.’

‘Why do I suspect that you've used that line before,’ she said, but she leaned forward and touched his leather-clad arm. The leather was soft, obviously expensive. ‘I like leather. Well, Andrew Carruthers, where do you suggest we go from here?’

‘That's up to you, Angela. I'll follow you anywhere. I'll slay dragons for you, if you have any dragons in need of slaying. Anything, anything at all, ask it of me. No task is too difficult; no danger is too great; no fire is too hot.’

‘Okay,’ Angela said. ‘Just be quiet for a minute.’

‘That's asking the near impossible. To be silent in the presence of such beauty …’

‘Hush,’ she said, thinking for a moment while he drank some more of his coffee, patiently waiting.

Eventually she said, ‘All right, Andrew, I do have something you can do for me.’

‘Lead on.’
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‘That's Mick, he's my dad.’ Angela pointed out a man of about forty. He was dressed in a pair of white pants and a red jumper. He was practising his golf swing while waiting for his turn at the tee.

‘Terrible dress sense.’

‘He's a golfer!’

They were watching from behind some trees, after catching the bus out to the golf course from town. She'd refused to tell him what she wanted him to do. Somehow she had known that he would be at the 16th hole at this precise moment.

‘He's got your height,’ Andrew said, watching as Angela's dad dug some soil out with a wild practice swing.

‘He's got my pocket money. He wouldn't give it to me because I didn't pass a maths test.’

‘Mean!’

‘What I want you to do …’

‘Anything.’

‘What I want you to do is wait until they're playing the last hole.’

‘Then … ?’

‘Then, when it's Dad's turn …’

‘Yes?’

‘I want you to run across in front of him. So he'll blow the shot and lose the game. I want revenge.’

‘Simple,’ Andrew said.

‘Naked,’ Angela added.

‘Naked?’ Andrew turned and stared at her, trying to see if she was being serious. ‘You want me to do this without clothes?’

‘That's what naked usually means.’

‘Why?’

‘To shock him. You said you'd do anything for me.’

‘I will. But this …!’

‘Are you going to chicken out, Andrew? Are you scared?’ Angela taunted.

‘No … yeah, well, yeah!’ he said. ‘I told you I'm a coward.’

‘I like your honesty, Andrew. And I like you.’ She kissed him quickly on the lips. ‘So, do it. Just think of this little thing as a test of your worthiness,’ she said.

‘My worthiness?’ he said, dry-mouthed.

She nodded and he, after a moment or two, nodded back. ‘Okay, I'll do it. For you,’ he said.

‘For us.’ Angela smiled and squeezed his hand.
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It was cold in the shadow of the tree. The group of players approached the final hole, laughing and talking.

Mick, Angela's dad, was talking the loudest. His ball had landed just a few short centimetres from the flag and the hole.

Andrew had stripped down to his jocks. He buzzed with adrenaline. Angela had the rest of his clothes.

‘If he sinks this, he'll win,’ said Angela in a whisper. ‘He's so good he plays with his victims. He's just sooo cocky.’

Andrew nodded. He didn't say anything.

‘Ready?’

He nodded again.

‘Okay, underpants,’ Angela ordered.

He dragged them down. She slapped him on the bottom and he was off, racing towards the golfers.

Mick was bending over his golf ball, concentrating so hard that a bomb blast wouldn't have distracted him. Andrew hoped he was the sort of bloke who'd forgive his game of golf being spoiled.

He pushed himself harder, powering forward. He was breathing hard.

Now one of the players noticed him. He tried to grab Andrew but Andrew swerved past him, yelling. Mick, about to make his shot, looked up at the sound. His grip on his putter slipped and the ball dribbled away from the hole.

Mick swore loudly. His face turned thunderous.

Andrew leapt in the air. He laughed like crazy as he circled around and then he was away. The golfers stood there. They didn't come after him. He ran into the bushes. Angela was gone. His clothes were in a pile on the ground. Not having time to think why she hadn't waited, Andrew scooped up his things and headed quickly towards the road that ran along one side of the golf course.

Still no one was coming after him. They must have decided that it wasn't worth it. Being done for streaking on the golf course wouldn't go down well with his mum and dad. He flung his clothes over the fence and carefully climbed through. He had to duck down as an old station wagon with surfboards on the rack rushed towards the beach at the end of the road.

Heart still pounding he pulled on his clothes, wondering where Angela had gone. After putting on his shirt, he suddenly realised that something was missing. The leather jacket.

And it wasn't even his. He hadn't told Angela that but the jacket was his brother's. Danny was home on leave from the Australian Navy. He'd promised Andrew that he'd kill him if he ever even thought about touching the jacket. Eight hundred bucks worth of Italian leather.

And Danny would kill him. Or close to kill him.

There was something in his shirt pocket. A note. Feeling a bit sick, he unfolded it to read:

My name's not Angela.

Mick's not my father.

Maths is my best subject.

Nice bum.

Thanks for the jacket.

She had signed off with four kisses, written in red lipstick.

Angry, Andrew picked up his boot and threw it across the road. He swore. Then he suddenly started to laugh. It had been a fun afternoon. She had left him with most of his clothes. He didn't have to try and get home across town completely naked. ‘Okay,’ he said aloud, ‘tonight I'll be dead but enjoy the jacket, Angela. I reckon that you were worth it.’

He finished dressing. After kissing the note, he folded it and put it back in his shirt pocket. After getting his boot, he began the walk back to town.

Andrew Carruthers whistled as he walked.
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How? How can the battery be flat? This stupid thing is supposed to go at least a hundred and twenty songs on a single charge. And the last thing I do before bed each night – no matter what time it is – is charge, so don't tell me I forgot because I never forget.

But the screen is dead, and shaking it isn't doing any good. What if I bang it against the ticket machine? No, that'll invalidate the warranty. How much did Mum pay for this dopey thing? Some birthday present. I just hope she kept the receipt.

Brilliant. I haven't even downloaded any music into my phone, so now I'm stuck on this stinking tram with nothing to listen to. Should I call someone? Forget it. I've done enough yapping for today. School debates really take it out of you. Note to self: never volunteer for anything like that again, even if the teacher does think you're a hotshot. But at least it got me the afternoon off.

So what now? It's twenty minutes before I get home. Anything in my bag to read? Nothing but a lousy maths book. Quick scan of the seats for a newspaper or magazine. Scan. I'll take anything. Scan. Scan. Nothing, not even a stocktake-sale catalogue. Great. Nothing to read but people.

Is that woman over there speaking to her kids in German? God that man's ugly. Same with the woman at the front exit. I think the tram driver's smoking. Look at how old that couple is. How sweet. Holding hands and all. Now that's love.

What's that girl writing? It's not about me, is it? Better not be or I'll get Dad to sue her into the middle of next week. So long as she's rich, of course. No point otherwise.

She doesn't look it, though. Those clothes need a good wash. And they've got to be the shabbiest sneakers ever. But she's pretty, so she gets credit for that.

I like your hair. What's the difference between strawberry blonde and regular blonde? Which are you? I like the braids. And the way your jeans fit. You are one attractive girl.

But why the long face? And why aren't you at school? I've got an excuse. What's yours? And what is it you are writing in that tatty old notebook?

Hey, you've got a call. Can't place the ring tone but I love your little pink flip-phone. And the way you finish the sentence you're writing before plucking it out of your bag. That's the idea, girl. Make ’em wait.

You'll be at the park in five minutes. That's all you've got to say? Who are you meeting? Boyfriend? Girlfriend? Regular friend? Parent? No clues, but whoever it is hasn't put a smile on that lovely face of yours.

Back to your scribbling. Wow, you've really got something on your mind, haven't you? And it can't be about me. You haven't even noticed me staring at you. Maybe it's a poem. Maybe you'll sell the poem and make enough money to buy some new clothes and get into a decent school. I'd be happy to show you around mine. As long as you observe the dress code. And wash first.

Hey, don't go. I didn't mean anything by that. Stay, please. I was just getting to know – too late. You're out of the folding doors and gone.

At least I can watch you cross the road. You've got a lovely walk. I even like the way you stand at the lights, with your notebook safely tucked away in your little blue bag. Who are you going to meet? And why are you so anxious? You're curling and stretching your fingers nervously. There's no polish on your nails. And you've been biting them.

Stop pushing the button so much. Just wait for those lights. Wait. Wait. There you go. Good girl. Safe and sound and out of my life. Have a nice one. And I do love your – I've never seen a body behave that way before. First it bends sideways over the bonnet making the head slam deep into the metal, then off it flies in the opposite direction like a tossed rag doll as it sails five, ten, fifteen metres through space and right by my window. I see the peaceful look on your face. I'll never forget it.

You land on the road with a sickening thud. The tram jerks to a halt, jolting everybody in their seats. We rush out and form a circle around you.

It's a weird mix of chaos and calm. Half of us are frozen stiff with shock, the other half are running about, barking into their phones for help. And in the middle of it is your sleeping body, serene and breathless.

Are you dead? I think you are breathing. And you are not bleeding. There's not a mark on you. How is that possible? And where's your bag gone?

It went flying off on its own and has landed on the far side of the traffic lights in the gutter. Your stuff is everywhere; phone, tissues, pens, your precious notebook. I'd better collect them and hand them to the police as soon as they arrive.

Your notebook's fine but your phone shattered on impact. I'll pick up what I can – battery, key pad, cracked screen – and put them in my bag with everything else.

I'm looking back at you now through the ring of people and – oh God – I can see from here that you've started to bleed. It's not a trickle, either. It's coming out in a thick, red sheet. Why am I thinking of lava? I feel ill.

Where are the cops? The ambulance? Hang in there, girl. It feels like hours, but it's only been thirty seconds. Hey, where's the car that hit you? It sped off before anyone could take a picture or make a plate.

I must get back to you – but who are those two men over there looking at me? I can see them through the traffic on the far side of the road. It's no mistake. They're not looking at you, they're looking at me. From the park. Weren't you meeting somebody in the park in five minutes? And wasn't that five minutes ago?

Hey, one of them just pointed at me. Now they're fighting the traffic to cross the road. They're yelling. Hey! You! Stay where you are! Cops? No, they'd have shown a badge or something. They're running straight at me now. This feels too wrong. And I'm gone.

I never knew I could run this fast. A cab, thank God. The two men shrink in the rear window as we speed off. Cut the small talk, driver. Just take me to town, to the nearest police station.

Those guys must have been waiting for you. They must have been the ones on the phone. And they must have seen you get hit. Then they – what? Saw me picking up your stuff? And chased me for it? What's to chase? If they were your friends I'd have given it to them. But if they were your friends they'd have cared more about your broken body than about the contents of your bag.

The pages of your notebook are a scramble of names, numbers and addresses. There are equations and nervous doodles. Things are circled and underlined and there are arrows all over the place linking one thing with another.

You mention the underside of a bridge a few suburbs away. You have circled this emphatically. Why? And there's all this adding up you've been doing, sums that all come to one figure: $25,000. This is an important number. You've drawn a box around it. But there's no clue what any of this means. I can't even find your name.

Say, what's this at the back? It's the only thing with complete sentences and – God, it's a letter. A rough draft, I can tell. You've been working on it intensely. Your handwriting is scrappy for a girl, but it's neat enough for me to make out.

This is to your mum and dad. Your tone is plaintive. You've been away nearly two years and you want to come home. You are sorry you ran off so suddenly, but you weren't happy. You don't say why. All you say is that promises made to you by the former family friend who seduced you were a lie. Promises of a new life in the big city and a career with a big company came to zero. I know that corporation's name. Everybody does. Seems you got drawn into a trap and now you want to break away. You want to go home. But you need to settle some matters first.

Your letter now gives form to the frenzied scribbles on the other pages. You are stuck with a debt you didn't know you had. This is what the $25,000 is about. Your seducer was going to cover it, but breaking away from them now makes it your problem. No clues what the debt is for – but I understand your thinking. You want to go home with a free mind. To start over clean. To get your life back.

On the calendar pages I find today's date with an entry about your meeting in the park. You mention another company. It's the main rival to the one mentioned in the letter, the one you were promised a career in, the one your seducer works for. You were meeting three people from this enemy company to do an exchange involving them giving you $25,000. But for what? What?

I'm doing an awful thing now. I'm replacing my sim card with yours. My screen lights up. This feels weird. I'm becoming you. My phone is the most personal thing I own. It means everything to me. I'd die if I lost it or found out anybody else was going through it. And now I'm you. The sense of violation is powerful as I scroll through your menus. I'm invading your privacy – I know – but I can't help myself. I just really want to help you. I don't know why.

The last voice message you got was thirty minutes ago. It confirms your meeting at the park. A man's voice says you will get your $25,000 in exchange for the location of the stick.

Immediately the meaning of the bridge clicks into place. That's where the precious stick is. Stick? He must mean a USB stick. You'll tell them where it is once they give you the money. But what can be on it that's worth $25,000? That's nearly a whole year in school fees alone.

The phone trills. I jump. You've got a text.

WHERE R U? WE R W8NG @ PARK.

Who is? Not the two men who were chasing me, obviously. These people clearly don't know you've been knocked down by a car. They must be at the far end of the park. Still.

I've got to reply something. If I tell them the truth they'll leave – with your money. We can't have that.

I'll try and stall them.

SORRY. AM DLYED. CAN U PLEES W8 1HR? WLL B THRE.

I hope I'm texting like you. They don't waste time hitting reply.

Ok. 1HR.

This feels so weird. They think I'm you. I don't know what's going through me exactly, but it feels like a rush of some kind. I tell the cabbie to forget town and take me straight to the bridge. Fast. He's happy because his fare just doubled.

It's a major four-lane traffic bridge over a dried creek, one hundred metres from the train station. Getting under the span means jumping this handrail. Ouch. I land hard, but I'm fine and stumble into the shadows beneath. It's amazing how the traffic noise amplifies through concrete and steel.

The slope under the bridge span is all loose cobblestones and rubble. How on earth am I supposed to find a tiny – what's that? A blue shopping bag is pinned under one of the stones. The wind sure didn't do that. It's been put there deliberately.

This stone weighs a ton. Note to self: do more weight training. But there's nothing under the bag and certainly nothing – hang on. Something's been buried here. The ground gives way easily as I reach into the dirt and feel an object. It's another blue shopping bag, this one wrapped tight around something small, like a cigarette lighter.

What am I thinking? It's the USB stick. Quick. Pull my laptop from my bag and plug the stick in to see what's on it.

Holy cow. I recognise this stuff. I know these lines of code. It's a virus. A serious one. Something like this could bring down a whole network. Maybe it couldn't kill a company, but it could sure slow one down long enough for a rival to gain an advantage.

I have no idea if you were selling this to the people it was intended to hurt or help, but I know it's a bargain at $25,000. Things like these can be worth millions for the damage they can do.

Say, what was that? A dog? A cat? A rat scuttling across the rocks? It's the guys from the park. They've followed me. And now they're coming straight for me. Again.

I can't feel my feet touch the ground. I can't even feel myself breathe. Has my heart stopped or is it beating so fast I can't tell? It doesn't even feel like I'm running for my life, but that I'm surfing over the jagged stones and back up to the road on a cushion of air. Air and pure fear.

A lucky break in the traffic saves me. I'm across the road and panting towards the station while they're stuck on the far side. One of them is yelping into a phone. A train's pulling in. With another burst I think I can make it.

A quick glance over my shoulder. They're scrambling across the highway – but there's no way they're going to close the distance in time. I've made the train and the last carriage clears the platform just as they make the ticket gate. So long, suckers.

A phone call. I see from the number it's not from the people in the park, which makes sense because it hasn't been an hour yet. It's from somebody else. I should let it go through, but I can't help myself. It's not blood in my veins now, but adrenalin.

It's a woman's voice, surprisingly soft for the hard words she is using. She knows I'm not you and doesn't care. Her friends at the bridge must have called that in.

She says the information on the stick belongs to her. I tell her it belongs to the highest bidder. All I want is money. She has plenty, she says – twice what you were after.

But how does she know about your meeting in the park? About the data on the stick? That you were going to sell it? How? I ask. Your notebook, she says. The one I have in my bag. She's read it too, and knew what you were up to.

The only thing she didn't know was that you had hidden the stick. She thought you had it with you. That's why her associates were going to intercept you before your scheduled meeting in the park. That's why they got so agitated when I got to the contents of your bag before they did. The idea to secrete the stick must have been a late change in your planning. Good thinking, girl.

And that's why she's got all this cash. She intended to buy you out. But then you got knocked down and their plan went haywire.

But how does this woman know about your notebook in the first place? Now it clicks. A bad feeling is stirring inside me. This is the family friend you trusted, who seduced you away from home, who promised you a career in her corporation. She's been inside your life a long time.

She's telling me now to get off at the next station and meet her in the car park where we'll do the exchange. She'll be in a blue sedan. She'll know what I look like. Her associates at the bridge called that in, too.

I'm going to be late for your friends waiting at the park. I'd best text them with a quick update. No point them hanging around with no purpose.

There she is, her blue car gleaming in the sunlight. Other cars are clustered around the station entrance, but she's at the far end on her own.

She looks a lot prettier than she sounded on the phone. Why is she asking me to get in? Why so social all of a sudden? And why is her engine running?

Look, I just want the money, honey. She pulls a wad out of a small cloth bag and flips through it. It's real all right – $50,000 cash.

It's a fair trade. What do I care about two companies tearing each other's throats out over ownership of a computer virus? Knock yourselves out, guys. Just hand me that money.

But she wants the stick first. Of course, here it – what's that big dent on the car bonnet? And is that a smear of blood?

Hey, let go of my arm! Okay. She grabs my arm, I'll grab her bag. A quick, violent jerk and I'm off with her money and her precious memory stick. All I've got to do now is make it to that footbridge over the train tracks before she gets to me and makes me the second person today she's hit with a car.

I'm thinking as I run for my life. Why did she knock you down? She stood a good chance of getting the stick, especially by offering twice the money you were expecting. Then again, you could have spat in her face for spite. And why risk being turned down? Much better to knock you down and leave nothing to chance. If only I hadn't stepped in.

All I can hear now is the rising pitch of her engine as she accelerates towards me. Looking around might cost me the fraction of a second I need to make the stairs. The world is full of sound but all I hear is the car getting closer and closer and louder and louder and what was that?

Another car has T-boned her. The collision makes such a deep thud my chest registers the pressure drop. I don't recognise the people in the second car but I know they are from the park. I invited them here hoping they might up their bid.

Instead they've saved me. I should give them the stick in thanks, especially given that I've got twice the money for it from their enemy. But I'm not turning around.

I glance down at the car park as I belt across the footbridge. They're okay, but the woman is going to need medical attention before she faces charges for knocking you down. And luckily the impact has only damaged the passenger side of her car – not the front bit where all the evidence is.

I'm hearing police sirens as I make the far side of the footbridge. They'll soon have your assailant in custody. I could hang around and help the police with their enquiries, but I think I'll just run run run.

Getting past the nurse at the front desk takes some talking but I'm your close friend who just wants to see you for a second, even though you're fast asleep, recovering from your injuries. She buys it, bless her.

It's funny. You look as serene lying here as you did lying on the road. I can see you are dreaming. I hope it is a good dream.

I'm going to leave this envelope on your side table. Inside is your sim card and precious notebook. There is also the key to a train station locker. On an unsigned note are instructions telling you what's waiting for you. Enough money to settle your debts, go home and start a new life. I wish you the best. I only wish I could have signed it.

I've destroyed the stick. Also, I've deducted from the $50,000 the cost of a decent music player with a rechargeable battery that actually works. Hope you don't mind but Mum didn't keep the receipt.

Can you believe that?
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A car door slammed, followed by the roar of an engine. Jacob waited till the dusty 4WD was out of sight before he waved its passenger over to the patch of dirt George and he had already staked out. A crow circled lazily overhead.

‘Greetings, Kyle. You're late,’ Jacob reprimanded him.

Kyle dropped his sleeping bag and backpack, then eased himself down, forming a tight circle with his friends. ‘Yeah, mate, sorry about that. Dad had a flat tyre.’

Jacob threw him a cold can from the esky then settled himself comfortably. ‘The Thrill-Seekers Club is now in session,’ he announced. He drew three squares of cardboard from his shirt pocket and threw them face down into the circle.

‘Choose one.’

George and Kyle stared tensely at the cards, waiting to see who would make the first move. Finally, George's hand snaked out. He picked up a card and read the name on the reverse side. His shoulders relaxed.

‘Wills,’ he said, taking a swig from his can.

Jacob nudged Kyle. ‘You next.’

Kyle's hand hovered above the remaining cards. If George's card was Wills, the other two must be Burke and King. He remembered studying them in history last year. ‘Here goes,’ he said, reaching for the card on the left. He was hoping against hope for Burke. As leader of the expedition, he was worth more points. He'd get more of the supplies, too.

He flipped over the card. ‘King,’ he groaned, throwing it back down.

Jacob reached for the remaining card. He displayed the name to the others. ‘Burke,’ he said smugly. He popped the top off another can and guzzled noisily. ‘Burke, Wills and King. From now on, that's the names we use, okay?’

‘Sure,’ said George, reaching for a can himself. He flinched as Jacob slapped his hand away.

‘I'm Burke, remember? The leader of the expedition? You get stuff when I say you do.’

‘Sure thing, Jacob,’ said George.

‘Burke,’ said Jacob. ‘You're supposed to call me Burke.’

‘Sorry. Burke. Now can we just get on with this?’

Jacob unrolled a cylinder with a flourish. Kyle studied the map he'd drawn. It was a careful recreation of the route the Victorian Exploring Expedition had taken in the 1860s. Bushland. Creeks. The unknown. Perfect.

The 200-hectare property Jacob had chosen for their game bordered Trengrove Reserve – the place they were camping in for the weekend. Or so their parents believed. It belonged to Old Man Barkly – a Vietnam vet and local recluse. He kept it pretty secure, with high fences and – if you believed all the stories – booby-traps throughout. No one had been on the property for years. Kyle had to hand it to Jacob. It was an inspired choice. But then again, Jacob always had the best ideas. That was why he was chairman of the Thrill-Seekers Club.

Jacob unrolled another sheet of card. ‘This is a rough map of the Barkly place.’ He pointed to an X on the southern boundary. ‘This can be Melbourne. I reckon we start there and work our way up to the creek that flows right about here.’

George yanked the map from him. ‘Man, this place is big!’ he said. ‘You should've told me. I would have brought along my dad's GPS.’

Jacob shot him a blank look. ‘Have a little faith, mate. It's not as though we're going to get lost.’

He pulled out a pack of cards and dealt them each a hand. They played pontoon and poker, chomping away on corn chips and chocolate bars, till it grew dark. Then they packed up their gear and set off.

It would make it more ‘real’, Jacob told them.
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Kyle swatted away a dive-bombing mosquito with his hand. The night was warm and still. Beads of sweat were already beginning to form on the back of his neck and they hadn't even reached the Barkly property yet. Up ahead, Jacob veered off the main track and led them through a stand of dry eucalypts to a cyclone wire fence.

‘NO TRESPASSERS – THIS MEANS YOU!’

In the pale moonlight, the roughly painted letters on the sign were chipped and peeling, but their meaning was clear enough. Kyle watched as Jacob nimbly cleared the fence, then dropped lightly to the other side. George followed, grunting as one leg became caught on the top. Now it was his turn.

Up and over. That hadn't been too bad. Jacob's game plans always looked excellent on paper. But they often went wrong. Like the time they'd gone whitewater rafting, re-enacting an old action flick called Deliverance Jacob's dad had on video. They'd all taken on the roles of the various characters in the movie. It had seemed easy at the time. Until the rapids became waterfalls and their raft had capsized. They'd all been grounded for a month for that one. Then there was the time they'd gone caving, pretending to be Egyptologists in search of Tutankhamun's tomb. Jacob – playing Howard Carter – had got them well and truly lost.

Realising he was dropping further and further behind, Kyle hurried after the others. Bracken and spiky shrubs tore at his clothes. He was disentangling himself from a trailing branch when he heard a shriek.

‘Wills!’ he cried, ignoring the ripping sound his shirt made as he raced ahead.

Jacob was already there. ‘Can you keep it down, Wills?’ he snapped. ‘Old Man Barkly has a shotgun. And I'll bet he's not afraid to use it.’

George was anxiously jumping from foot to foot. ‘I just stood on something. It slithered away into the brush. A boa constrictor, I reckon. It was the size of a tree trunk!’ He slapped at his leg. ‘It might have bitten me.’

Jacob rolled his eyes. ‘There are no boa constrictors in Australia, idiot.’

Kyle offered his friend a sympathetic gesture. He'd sensed something move off into the bushes on his way there. Something big. Not a boa constrictor, obviously, but … something. He told them about it.

‘See!’ George blurted. ‘I told you I –’

Jacob held up a hand to shut him down. ‘Zip it, okay? Do you want Old Man Barkly on our backs before we even make the creek? We're supposed to be fearless explorers, remember.’

He consulted his map. ‘Cooper's Creek must be just up ahead. Let's move on.’

They walked on in silence, chopping at imaginary enemies with stout sticks they'd picked up along the way.

‘Burke,’ George finally said. All this slashing at bracken was making him hungry. ‘Time for a pit-stop, don't you reckon?’

Jacob wheeled around, his face stony. ‘Do you think the real Burke and Wills stopped for a cup of tea and a biscuit every time they felt hungry? Can't you –’

Something crashed through the canopy above them. Branches swayed. An owl hooted. Then a deafening screech reverberated through the bush.

‘Look! An orang-utan!’ Kyle spluttered, pointing at the back of a departing … thing.

‘Get a grip,’ Jacob warned him. ‘Last time I checked, orang-utans didn't hang out in the Aussie bush.’

George took a step closer to Kyle. ‘I bet there's all sorts of things loose on Old Man Barkly's land. It's what he uses to keep trespassers out!’

A scream rang out. This time, it definitely sounded human.

George's fingers dug into Jacob's arm. ‘Someone's being murdered. We have to get help!’

‘I'm with you,’ Kyle told him, his nerves on edge. Animal noises were one thing. But if there were people involved …

Jacob collared his friends before they could make a dash for it. ‘Cool it, guys. We're too far in. You'll get lost.’ Even to his own ears his voice didn't exactly exude confidence. Nonetheless, he was Burke. And he was in charge.

‘Come on, we need to set up camp for the night.’ Jacob slashed at the thick bush with his stick. ‘I can't believe Old Man Barkly's let this place get so choked with scrub. It's a fire hazard!’

‘Someone screamed,’ George insisted.

‘It wasn't a someone,’ Jacob snorted. ‘No way was that sound human. Probably just a lyrebird. They can mimic all sorts of things. Chainsaws. Motorbikes.’

‘And that … thing … crashing through the trees?’ badgered Kyle.

Jacob looked up at the tree canopy. There wasn't much to see in the dark. ‘I dunno,’ he admitted. ‘But whatever it was, it's gone now.’

‘Gone to ground, maybe,’ George said, tightening the grip on his stick.

‘Whatever.’ Jacob was getting sick of their gutless attitude. It was ruining his game.

Up ahead, something plopped noisily into water. Followed by a huge splash.

‘Alligators,’ George whispered.

‘Look,’ Jacob snapped. ‘Will you just shut up? First it was boa constrictors, then orang-utans. Now it's freaking alligators! You need serious lessons in native fauna, Wills!’

‘No one's been on this place for years,’ George said defensively. ‘Old Man Barkly's seen to that, with his fences and his shotgun. How do we know what else he's got here?’

‘If we were halfway up the Amazon, I'd agree,’ Jacob reasoned. ‘But we're not. This is Australia. The only place you'll find stuff like that is in zoos!’

George held up a warning finger. ‘Quiet!’ he hissed.

‘What now?’ screeched Jacob. ‘Rhinos? Elephants?’ He fumbled for words. ‘Velociraptors?!’

Then they all heard it. Something moving through the dense trees. Some kind of stalking beast, perhaps? Whatever it was, it wasn't making deliberate noise. Just noise as anything would that was moving through dense vegetation.

‘I'm out of here,’ George stammered. He whirled about. Which way had they come? If they went back they'd run straight into whatever was coming towards them.

Not good. Not good at all.

Finally, George decided on a course of action. Ducking his head, he slashed his way through the spiky branches to his right.

‘Wills! Wait!’ called Jacob. When there was no answer, he and Kyle took off after him.

The sound of trickling water soon pulled them up. Ahead, they could just make out the rounded shape of a billabong.

George was standing near the edge, a finger to his lips. ‘This is probably where that giant splash came from,’ he warned. ‘You know, the alligators.’

Jacob pushed past him and knelt down on the dry bank. Cupping his hands, he scooped up water for a long drink. ‘You know your problem, Wills?’ he began, water streaming down the front of his T-shirt. ‘You don't know how to separate fiction from reality. Like I already told you, there are no freaking alligators in Australia.’

‘Jacob …’ George's voice was a whisper.

Jacob went on drinking.

‘Jacob!’ The plea was more insistent now.

‘How many times do I have to remind you?’ Jacob snapped. ‘It's Burke. My name is –’

And then – CHOMP! – he was gone, snapped up by the alligator lying in wait for him in the rushes.

‘Gaaaah!’ cried George, turning to Kyle in horror. Without another word they bolted into the bush. They ran … and ran … and ran. Finally, they collapsed, exhausted, against the trunk of a towering gum.

Kyle struggled to catch his breath. ‘Sh-shouldn't we … go … back to help him?’

‘Did you see the size of that thing?’ reasoned George. ‘Not to mention its friends swarming over for their own bit of supper. Nah, mate, we're much better off here.’

‘But –’

The bush around them was suddenly bathed in brilliant white light.

‘Come out with your hands up!’ an amplified voice barked at them. ‘We know you're in there.’

‘That sounds like the police!’ said George, remembering all the cop shows he'd watched over the years.

‘It can't be,’ said Kyle, gazing upwards. ‘What would they be doing here?’

A powerful searchlight stabbed the night sky. Somewhere overheard the rotors of a helicopter chopped the air.

‘You're surrounded!’ called the voice. ‘Don't try to run.’

‘My dad's going to crucify me if we get caught in here,’ George told Kyle. ‘How many times have we been told to stay out of the Barkly place?’

‘Now I can see why,’ muttered Kyle, shuddering as he remembered the look on Jacob's face as the alligator snapped him up. ‘What are we going to do?’

George squared his shoulders. With Jacob – Burke – out of the way, he was now officially in charge of the expedition. Hey, probably even the club!

‘We're going to make a run for it, King,’ he told Kyle. ‘If either of us gets caught, don't dob the other one in, okay?’

And then he was gone.

Kyle hesitated. It didn't seem like a good idea to just run headlong into the scrub. Not with all those … wild animals prowling around. Geez, anything could be out there! A bloodcurdling scream from his right sealed the thought. Had something got George?

An explosion rent the air. Barkly's shotgun! thought Kyle. He bolted.

Saplings bent back as he crashed through them. From around and above came the continuous roar of gunfire and the steady thrum of the hovering helicopter, its searchlight probing the forest like an accusing finger.

Alone, Kyle didn't stand a chance. He was bundled up and taken for questioning to a checkpoint that had been set up just outside the property.

Kyle stared morosely at the gaping hole in the perimeter fence. Even in the dark it looked as though a tank had driven through there. In fact, it had been several police cruisers.

A sergeant shone a torch in his face. He shook his head. ‘I don't know what it is with kids today,’ he said. ‘When I was your age, I'd play down the clay pits, go hunting frogs. I'd forage down the local tip and think all my Christmases had come at once if I found a wheel for my go-cart, or a cache of tinned fruit from the local supermarket.’

Kyle stared at his uniform. Its sleeve bore the insignia of the Armed Response Unit. This was big time. He looked up as another officer led over a whimpering figure, and shoved him down onto the bench beside him.

‘G-george?’ stammered Kyle. ‘What's going on? I thought you'd been –’

‘Found him stumbling around the bush in a dazed state,’ the newcomer told the sergeant. ‘Blathering on with some nonsense about Burke and Wills. Reckons he was Wills!’

‘Burke,’ babbled George. ‘It got Burke …’

The sergeant threw him a blanket. ‘Here, you better wrap this around you.’

He tapped the side of his head and winked at his partner. ‘Obviously in shock,’ he mouthed.

Kyle caught the exchange. ‘It's true!’ he said. ‘The alligator did get Burke! Jacob, I mean. One minute he was kneeling on the bank, and the next –’ He broke off, his head in his hands.

The sergeant shot his partner a look. ‘Better get on to Carlson. Find out just exactly what's going down out there.’

The officer flipped open his mobile then withdrew a short distance, just out of earshot.

Kyle grabbed the sergeant's arm. ‘Please, sir! Can you just tell us what's going on?’

The sergeant hesitated. ‘I should probably wait till your parents are here,’ he began.

‘Please, sir. That's our friend out there!’

Relenting, the sergeant sat down beside Kyle. ‘Suppose it would be a bit of a shock, getting caught in the middle of our op like that,’ he said. ‘What were you doing here anyway? Staging your own version of Survivor?’

‘Something like that,’ mumbled Kyle.

The sergeant drew in a deep breath. ‘The owner of this place has an importation racket going. Big game. Exotica. You name it. He's getting it from all over the place – Africa, South America. Then selling it off to people with … let's just call them “private collections”. Are you with me?’

Kyle nodded.

‘We've had this place staked out for weeks. Easy, really. Barkly's got the locals so spooked no one ever comes here. Until you lot show up, that is, playing explorers.

‘Tonight was the night for our big raid. We heard on the grapevine there was going to be a new shipment coming in. We'd get all the main players in one fell swoop. We were going to go in, arrest the villains, then sort out the animals. Except someone must have tipped Barkly off. He's opened up all the cages and let the animals out into the bush in the hope of distracting us. Meanwhile, while we're all running around like blue-arsed flies, he makes good his escape.’

Kyle was gobsmacked. Never in their wildest dreams could the Thrill-Seekers have come up with a scenario like this.

‘Well, that was his plan, anyway,’ sniggered the sergeant. ‘He didn't count on you lot showing up, did he! When we saw you careering through the bush, we moved in early. Got to Barkly just as he was preparing to make like a tree and leave.’

Kyle gasped. ‘You mean … we saved the operation?’

‘Sure did. We'd be handing out medals if you hadn't been so irresponsible in the first place. Trespassing on private property.’ He broke off to take a call on his mobile then turned back to Kyle. ‘And wasting police time,’ he added, grinning.

‘Whuh?’

‘That was Carlson,’ the sergeant said, giving the shivering George a little tap. George blinked, then drew the blanket more tightly around him.

‘Wills? He's found your mate Burke. Looks like the gator had taken him for a little trip down the river, and tucked him under a log for safekeeping.’ He winked at Kyle. ‘They do that, you know, when their prey's too big to swallow whole.’

‘Is he … okay?’

‘He'll live,’ said the sergeant. ‘Missing a few bits here and there. Let's just say this – I don't think he'll be doing too much big-game hunting for a while. Or anything with thrills attached, really.’

And that, thought Kyle, was just fine by him.
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Oscar French entered the street with a knotted stomach. This was the nasty bit. Getting to Uncle Raymond's meant a trip past the Napier house. Enemy territory, where a partly stripped car lay in the barren front yard. Taking a deep breath, Oscar scurried to the opposite side of the street.

Despite himself, he pictured Gerard Napier's sweaty, snarling face. Soon, Uncle Raymond's musty but amazing cellar with its dark wooden workbench and display case of precious artefacts, would drive that ugly image from his mind. Who else had a real archaeologist for an uncle? Raymond French, grey, stodgy and potbellied, was no Indiana Jones. But he went on real adventures called digs and, in spirit at least, Oscar went with him.

Brushing the fringe from his eyes, Oscar scanned the Napier house, now directly opposite. Neither movement, nor sound. He hurried on. Uncle Ray's stories of deserts and jungles, freak dust storms and painted natives always stirred his blood. Even more so the artefacts themselves. Treasures he could see, touch, smell.

Clay jars, sculpted to resemble sacred animals, filled with the preserved organs of Egyptian kings and nobles. A mask from a Celtic barrow tomb, which his uncle said may have belonged to the warlord Artos, a tribal cavalry chief whom Bardic storytellers had exaggerated into ‘King Arthur’. Photographs of Oscar holding these finds had brought celebrity at school for almost a week. Then Gerard Napier had ambushed him between the buses, returning him to earth with two quick jabs to the face. Nobody felt special with a blood nose and watering eyes.

He reached Uncle Ray's front gate and glanced over his shoulder. Last visit, Napier had trailed him at a distance right down the street, grinning stupidly. Though the thug hadn't attacked, he had seen Oscar enter his uncle's home. A once-private sanctuary was private no more.

Oscar knocked on his uncle's door. Muffled thuds came from below the house. The cellar stairs creaked before the door opened. Professor Raymond French's weather-beaten face appeared.

‘Customs released it this morning, Oscar.’ He grinned, eyes shining. ‘It's here!’

Oscar followed him down to the long cellar. In the centre of the stone-walled workshop stood a concrete acid bath in which metal artefacts were cleaned. Beside that was the heavy wooden bench where the professor catalogued his field specimens. One end was cluttered with camera lenses and filters. The other was strewn with knives, tools and piles of handwritten notes. In the centre of the table, a white dust cloth covered a dome-shaped object.

‘Yes.’ Raymond French snatched away the cloth. ‘The Head of Savakor!’ Floating in formaldehyde in a large glass jar was a wizened, slightly undersized human head with yellow-brown skin and patchy remnants of long black hair. Its eyes were tightly screwed shut. A single line of unfamiliar characters were tattooed across its forehead. The mouth was stitched closed with dozens of tiny plaited cords.

‘Who was he?’ Oscar leaned close to the jar. A pity, he thought, that it was not Gerard Napier.

‘I'll know within hours.’ The professor rubbed his hands together. ‘A colleague of mine found him, entombed in the temple of Savakor, northern Borneo. That temple is the sole remaining trace of a culture once occupying a certain valley, a race more advanced than the tribe living there now.’

‘Then how'd you find their temple?’ Oscar tapped the glass with his fingernails. The head shifted in its embalming fluid and he snatched his hand away.

‘There's an ancient map on the wall of a cave … in southern Borneo,’ Raymond French said. ‘It shows a thriving city round the temple, but my colleague found no rubble from it. Just the solitary temple, right where the map placed it, overgrown by rainforest. It was sealed with huge stones and he presumed at first it was a mass burial site. However,’ French shrugged, ‘it wasn't. Turned out there were no bones inside.’

Oscar squinted at the grisly find. ‘Just him?’

‘And a small stone tablet with more of these glyphs on it.’ His uncle pointed to the relic's forehead. ‘Odd. They're almost cuneiform, out of place in ancient South-East Asia as we know it.’

‘You said you'd know soon who he was.’ Oscar imitated the head's death-scowl.

The professor nodded. ‘I must drive into the city. Meet another colleague. Language specialist. He's been working on the tablet. He rang just after you did. He's close to breaking the code. Wants me there when he translates the inscription. Look, Oscar, he's a bit funny about youngsters, so I can't take you with me.’ He sighed then gestured at a shelf on the cellar wall. ‘You could stay here, though … read my reference books again.’

Oscar smiled. ‘And guard the rare and mysterious Head of Savakor! Wait till they hear about this in History! Will you do me some photos again?’

‘Surely!’ The professor winked. ‘But remember: touch nothing but the books.’

Oscar gave him an earnest salute before turning back to the jar.

‘You're really taken with him, aren't you?’ Raymond French chuckled. ‘Unlike my colleague's hired bearers who helped unearth him. They ran away, shouting Kit-cha!’

Oscar frowned. ‘Kit-cha?’

‘It doesn't have a strict translation.’ The professor folded his arms. ‘Closest English would be … black priest, I think. Anyway, I'm off. Now remember, if your mother rings and you have to go, lock up properly.’

The steps creaked, the cellar door slammed. Oscar leaned on the table, tapping the glass over the artefact's stitched mouth. ‘No one messes with the black priest, or his guard!’ His face beside the jar, he mimicked the relic's down-turned mouth. ‘Death to Napier,’ Oscar growled in a deep voice, ‘enemy of the Kit-cha!’

The artefact's eyes opened. Dark pupils darted over yellow-veined whites to lock onto the boy. Oscar launched himself off the table and reeled backwards. He crouched on the floor, one hand over his pounding heart. After thirty seconds, Oscar slowly rose to his feet. The head's dark eyes followed his movement. Oscar turned to run for the steps. A low, firm voice in his head made him freeze.

‘Fear not. We barter, share trust-gourd, take milk together.’

Oscar turned and blinked hard at the jar, forcing out his words. ‘Was that … you?’

The response entered his mind quickly.

‘We barter. Goats, sago, bows, maidens … choose.’

‘I don't need any of that,’ Oscar said, fascination overtaking fear, ‘besides, I've nothing to trade.’

‘Not so.’ The head narrowed its eyes at him. ‘Barter!’

The jar filled with white mist. Oscar leaned forward, trying to keep the relic in view, but it quickly became just a dark outline inside a miniature cloud. Oscar edged closer, squinting. The pale smoke inside the jar twisted and thinned. Suddenly it was gone. Oscar shuddered. A different head now filled the jar.

He stared at the bruised, bloodied head of Gerard Napier. The bully's eyes were closed, his face a death mask of terrible pain. Blood was smudged around each nostril, and his swollen blue lips were stitched shut with familiar plaited cords. Between them ran a thick wedge of dried blood.

Oscar gaped at the floating head of his nemesis. It was too vicious an end for anyone. Yet something in him was enticed to approve of it, to see it as nothing more than Napier's just deserts. Oscar licked his dry lips. Was that urge from within or without? The inside of the jar abruptly clouded up again, and when it cleared, the original head was back.

‘This you need,’ its voice rang louder now in his mind, ‘barter!’

‘I don't understand,’ Oscar said slowly. But at once he knew that some tiny part of him did.

‘Strength against enemy. Draw against enemy.’ The relic's gaze locked on Oscar's hands. ‘Draw!’

A new impulse filled Oscar's veins, a dark electricity surging through his limbs. Instinctively, he mimed drawing an arrow in a great bow. Turning to the bookshelf wall, he pictured Gerard Napier's leer.

‘Chingaru!’ Oscar snarled. He grinned at the word he had just invented. ‘Chingaru!’ he repeated, exhilaration growing. Then with a growl, Oscar released the invisible arrow at his imaginary foe. Loud hissing cut the air. Oscar stared at the bookshelf in disbelief.

A bamboo arrow stuck out from its wood, the tail of green and red feathers vibrating. Oscar walked to the arrow and warily reached for it. It had to be an illusion, like Napier's head in the jar. As his hand closed tentatively around the arrow's shaft, its flights glistened with the sheen of a tropical bird's wings. Oscar gasped. It was solid, real. He started to pull it free. A wave of dizziness instantly swept over him. A detailed image replaced the bookshelf and wall.

Before him now loomed a stepped pyramid of grey stone blocks skilfully fitted together. It towered over a sunlit clearing surrounded by dense jungle. A group of archers, brown bodies streaked with yellow and green paint, stood in a circle on the pyramid's flat top, each facing outwards. Every man was lean and muscular. They wore loincloths, black feathers in their long hair, and woven shoulder quivers packed with arrows. Repeatedly they fired their bows, red and green flighted arrows flashing out of sight, down into the clearing. One warrior dropped to a kneeling position and a figure was revealed, dressed in black robes, enthroned inside the circle of archers.

He pointed and gestured, each move commanding and forceful. The arms of his robes were trimmed with bright feathers. The man sat with his head held high, brown face framed with long black hair that tumbled onto his shoulders.

Oscar's chest heaved with excitement. This noble king looked fearless, even in the heat of battle. His archers were winning, too, for no enemy arrows or spears flew back up at them. The warriors’ lips were moving, as they sang or chanted in time with one another. But since the vision was soundless, Oscar was unsure what exactly was going on. He pulled his hand from the arrow. At once the detailed tableau faded.

Turning back to the table, Oscar focused on the head. It appeared to have changed. He took a step closer, studying it. Half the stitches over its lips had vanished.

‘Shown you. So barter,’ it demanded, voice louder than ever in his mind.

‘How can I barter? I've nothing.’ Oscar showed his empty hands. ‘What do want from me?’

‘Later.’ The relic's eyes rolled upwards, locking on the ceiling. ‘Choose. He comes.’

‘Who?’ As Oscar followed the head's gaze, a shower of stones landed on the roof of the house.

‘I know you're in there, Frenchy! Loser!’ The voice of Gerard Napier came from the street above.

The head's dark eyes twinkled. Oscar felt his arms crackle with energy.

‘Enemy hunter circles. Go. I make you strong.’ The relic glanced at the cellar stairs then back at Oscar. The boy hesitated. Another shower of stones landed, and Oscar felt his anger swell into rage.

‘Yes,’ the head said with relish.

‘Deal!’ Oscar nodded at the jar. Fury gripped him as he ran up the stairs. Oscar hurled open the front door, hands shaking, teeth bared. He pounded through his uncle's small yard, hands becoming fists topped with white knuckles as he caught sight of Gerard Napier.

Grinning, his enemy dropped a handful of stones and stepped back into the middle of the road. Oscar took up a shooting stance. The bully's hands confidently went to his hips as he watched his smaller opponent, looking him up and down. Oscar gripped then drew his invisible bow. A warning instinct made him pause. There had to be a catch to this. What if – then he saw the mockery in his enemy's eyes.

Gerard Napier sniggered. ‘Whatcha playing at Hist'ry Boy? Watyagot?’

‘This!’ Oscar shouted, releasing the unseen arrow. His voice emerged deep and fierce.

There was a loud hiss and an instant later Napier gave a startled cry of pain. Oscar's eyes widened. Blood ran down one of the bully's thick arms. Napier reeled, clutching his shoulder. A bamboo arrow protruded from it, front and back. Gaping at its brightly coloured flights, Napier sank to the road with a long, helpless whimper.

‘Another,’ the familiar voice was almost deafening now, ringing in Oscar's head. ‘Finish him!’

He stared at Gerard Napier, crumpled on the bitumen, sobbing pathetically. Oscar swallowed. No. No more. It had already gone way too far.

‘I won't do it,’ he said. ‘Enough.’

‘Finish him,’ the head's voice echoed, ‘and so feed Chingaru!’

Oscar shuddered. Why did he know that name? Of course. He'd used it as a war cry, one that had felt natural and spontaneous. But now it was clear that he hadn't made it up.

‘Who are you?’ Oscar snapped. ‘Tell me! No, show me, or it all ends now.’

‘Yes. See,’ the reply came fast, ‘see, know, then finish barter.’

Dizziness struck Oscar as the jungle clearing and stone temple replaced the street. As before, the circle of archers fired at their unseen targets from around the throned figure. But this time, Oscar heard the hissing of the bowshots and more. Terrified screams came from all directions, the voices of women and children. The awful cries suggested hundreds, perhaps thousands of people. Oscar clutched his stomach. No wonder no arrows flew back up at the temple archers. This was a massacre, not a battle. As the warriors fired on relentlessly, they chanted a single word together in perfect time. Chingaru.

‘No more!’ Oscar shook his head until he again saw the road and the crumpled bully. He dashed back to his uncle's front door, bounded down the stairs into the cellar and slid to a halt before the big table. The back of his neck bristled. The head's mouth-stitching was completely gone. It grinned wickedly at him.

‘Finish barter,’ the tattered lips moved freely, ‘feed Chingaru.’

Oscar pointed at the relic, his chest heaving. ‘The place in the jungle … it was you on that throne. You had everybody murdered!’

The head scowled. ‘Grey hunter returns. Chingaru give you many arrows. Take him.’

‘Uncle Raymond?’ Oscar gaped. ‘You want me to –’

‘Grow strong again,’ the head bared pointy yellow teeth, ‘great city. Make many barters.’ Its hateful eyes darted about with delight. A black tongue flickered between the lips.

Oscar felt his throat constrict with fear. ‘You're a monster!’

‘No,’ the relic smirked, ‘Chingaru trader!’ Its dark eyes glared. ‘Finish barter, or be hunted.’

Oscar dived onto the table, snatched the jar to his chest, then rolled across the dark wood. His feet sent camera lenses spinning to the cellar floor, tools and papers flying from the bench. As he swung the domed glass out over the acid bath the relic hissed, its face contorting with anger.

‘Weak before Chingaru!’ it growled. ‘Break barter and pay!’

Oscar blinked, looking about. He was no longer in his uncle's cellar. He turned his head, squinting in bright sunlight. Unseen drums beat in the distance. The odour of rotting plant matter filled his nostrils. Around him was terrible chaos. He was being jostled, in the centre of a screaming, stampeding crowd at the foot of the stone temple. Bright arrows rained from above and brown-skinned women and children cried out as they were hit. The tumbling victims fed a growing carpet of writhing arms and legs, pierced with arrows, spattered with blood. Oscar glanced down between his feet. A baby lay there, still, arrows in its back. He closed his eyes tightly.

It was not real, he told himself, like Napier's head in the jar. Chingaru created illusions, and though this slaughter had actually happened, that had been long ago, and he hadn't been there. Nor was he there now. Oscar ground his teeth together.

‘Liar!’ he shouted, opening his eyes. He was back in the cellar, on the great table, the jar suspended over the acid tub. Avoiding the relic's gaze, Oscar let it drop.

A high-pitched, echoing squeal filled the cellar as the artefact dissolved in teeming yellow foam. Oscar covered his ears, dropping into a tight hunch on the floor. He was still there, curled up, when hands gripped his shoulders.

‘Are you hurt?’ Professor French hauled him to his feet. ‘My god! What happened?’

‘I had to. I had to destroy it,’ Oscar panted with tension, ‘Chingaru was alive. He wanted me to kill. First that Napier kid that bashes me. Then you.’

‘Impossible,’ the professor whispered, ‘and yet … you know his name!’ His mouth twisted. ‘It couldn't be true.’

Oscar glanced at the bookshelf. The original arrow was gone. He let out a slow sigh of relief. His uncle carefully drew a note from his pocket and unfolded it. ‘The legend, carved on the stone tablet, it couldn't actually be history … could it?’

Oscar rubbed his temples. ‘What legend?’

‘The account of a nation, wiped out in a single day,’ the professor said. ‘A trader in spells came to them from a faraway land. He gradually seized control of their government. The tablet said he bewitched every hunter of the tribe to slaughter their own wives and children, along with any men that resisted … Chingaru. The tablet ends with “and the dark king feasted on death”.’

‘But somebody killed him. Your friend found his severed head.’

‘From the outset, the tribe's “wise woman” distrusted him and secretly despatched messengers to their allies in the south, begging for help. The rescuers arrived to a scene of absolute carnage. They defeated and executed Chingaru and his followers. It seems he cursed them as he died, and they feared calamity would befall their lands as a result. Hence the precautions they took with Chingaru's head, and why the temple of Savakor held but one occupant.’

‘What do you mean?’ Oscar glanced at the acid bath.

‘That pyramid was neither grave nor temple.’ The professor squeezed Oscar's arm. ‘It was a prison. A prison never meant to be disturbed …’
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It was probably about three o'clock – since we lost electricity I've never been sure about the time, the fungus clogs mechanical clocks – when I saw Jones melt.

He had been whining, in that wearisome voice, about the killing heat and the lack of change in the seasons. I had lost interest in what he was saying almost before he began, and it was only the unexpected silence which made me look around. To see his clothes slide and crumple onto his wicker chair, his shoes tip over, empty, and the whole body which had been Jones flow through the chair into a puddle of reddish, bluish, gelatinous liquid on the veranda floor.

His spectacles reposed in the middle of the puddle. For a moment I caught a faint hint of dissolving form – was that an eyeball, perhaps, or the nails of a hand raised to ward off this strange dissolution? Then there was nothing but the puddle of foul-smelling fluids.

I suppose I should have been astonished. But the heat pressed down on me like a blanket, removing thought, making action impossible.

I rang for a steward. Then I realised that most of the natives flatly refused to come out of their caves until the sun had gone down.

It took me a few minutes to lever myself out of my chair, and then I could not think of anything intelligent to do. It seemed heartless to mop the poor man off the floor, but he shouldn't be allowed to just lie there. For one thing, the spilled acid from his stomach was bubbling the varnish and the club members were very proud of their polished veranda floor.

I went inside in search of Dr Palmer. He was usually to be found in the club in the afternoon, and he might have an idea as to the suitable disposal of Jones’ … I suppose one should call them … remains.

I found him berating Kai, one of the few natives who agreed, or had been forced, to stay up during the day. Even then he wasn't a real native, not one of the N'gah. He was a Tawa from the islands, and the locals called him an outlander.

‘When I say rum punch, I mean fruit juice, ice and rum,’ Dr Palmer was saying – none of us shouted any more, it took too much energy. ‘What is missing in this equation, Kai, is the ice.’

‘No more ice,’ said Kai. ‘No more kero for the fridge.’

He spoke calmly. It was always hard to read any expression in his smooth face. Dr Palmer took the glass and sat down at the library table, wiping his forehead with his handkerchief.

‘Jones has melted,’ I told him, signalling for another rum punch. Kai brought the amber beverage. It was very strong and blood-warm. Disagreeable, but I drank it anyway.

‘Melted,’ repeated Dr Palmer. ‘What have you been drinking, West?’

‘I swear,’ I said, too hot to resent his tone. ‘Come and see. There's nothing but a big puddle on the veranda floor.’

He did not speak, but I saw Kai's reaction. He set down the glass he was polishing very carefully. His hands gripped the edge of the bar. I hadn't seen him so moved since that big game fisherman brought in the last marlin. Huge fish. The N'gah said it was the Father of Oceans and its death signalled the beginning of the end of the world. Primitive nonsense. We mounted it above the bar, with a plaque saying how heavy it was and when it was caught. That was when we still did things. Before the heat set in.

I took Palmer out onto the veranda. By then most of Jones had dripped onto the seared remains of the garden. The ground was smoking.

‘Well?’ I said.

‘Strange,’ said Dr Palmer. Grunting, he knelt and scraped some of the fluid into a collecting jar. ‘I'll analyse this,’ he said. ‘And you, West, stay off the jungle juice.’

Since communications had been cut off by a series of tropical cyclones, there wasn't a lot for me to do. I couldn't talk to my main office, because all the lines were down. We were a long way from anywhere. The only ship that had put in to our little harbour had come in three months ago and it was still there, ropes rotting and hull heavy with barnacles. The sailors said that the currents outside the lagoon had changed. No ship could live in the sea now. Only one had tried. Pieces of it washed up a week later, though we never found the remains of the crew.

I could have read, I suppose, there were a lot of books in the library, but in the heat the weight of a book on a reclining body soon became heavy, cutting off the breath, and sitting up meant sweat dripping off the forehead and marking the pages, which in turn reflected the terrible heat onto the face. It was too hot to do anything. Gradually I had fallen into a pattern. I rose, washed in water which even the night had not cooled, walked to the club before dawn and sat there all day, enduring the heat as best I could. We dined at eight. It had been supportable, just. But now there was no ice.

I was curious about Jones’ fate and decided to investigate. It had happened to Jones. Had it happened to anyone else? Or was it some inherent vice, some flaw, in Jones, a quarrelsome person, while we still had enough energy to quarrel?

Our little settlement of twelve houses faced the harbour. There was only one street, which led to the sea in one direction and to the main road in the other. Several people had set off for the next town before the heat closed down. We had heard nothing from them since. The N'gah said that the Time of Ending was come, and that no one could escape unless they shunned the touch of daylight. That is what they were doing. Every native family retreated to the sea-caves at the first blink of sunlight and sealed themselves in. If they were caught away from the caves, they dug themselves a hidey-hole. I recall Jones dragging some poor native out of the ground during the day and laughing as the native cringed and wept, and as soon as Jones let him go he scrambled back into his burrow like a rabbit. Jones called the natives ‘bunnies’ after that.

He really had been an unpleasant man. I was not going to miss him.

The sun did not beat down on my panama and reflect off my white suit. That would have been better; bright light implies shade. This was a sullen moist heat that poured like honey, or rather like toffee, melting over a person, moulding itself to him lovingly so that every part, every eyelash and toenail, was hot. We were like flies trapped in resin, immovable, fastened, pinned by the heat. I got as far as the first of the wooden planter's houses before I had to sit down.

Protocol dictated that any visitor was to be offered a glass of water before any questions were asked. Atkins gave me a drink and sat down beside me.

‘Jones has died,’ I told him.

‘Good thing too,’ he grunted. He had never liked Jones.

‘Strange death,’ I said. The water was lubricating my throat but not cooling me and emerged instantly as sweat. ‘He seems to have … well, melted.’

‘That might explain that,’ he said, pointing.

I looked. A large flat puddle was soaking into the ground at the bottom of the steps. On it lay a pile of clothes.

‘Who was that?’ I asked.

‘Well, they're Bill Thompson's clothes,’ he replied. His wallet was still in the pocket.

‘He can't have been there long,’ I said. ‘He hasn't soaked in.’

‘It was there when I came out this morning. So the N'gah are right. This is the end of the world.’

‘Probably,’ I said.

He didn't say anything more. After a while I got up and continued down the street to Michaelson's house. He'd gone, of course. Last ship to get out. He'd said that the weather patterns had altered so much that fishing wasn't profitable and had taken off, wife and children and all, muttering about omens. Wild-eyed, he'd been. Strange man. I rested on his porch for a while. It was hard to breathe in the heat.

I must have fallen asleep. When I awoke the sun was going down. I was parched and stifled and staggered to the next house, where Johnson gave me water and I croaked myself back into language.

Night brought no relief. A jasmine vine was shedding flowers on me, black and curled in the heat, a sweet rotten smell which turned me sick.

‘Cheer up,’ he said. ‘It might rain tomorrow.’

‘And if it does, it will just get hotter,’ I responded. It was a ritual exchange. We had been saying it for months. It made me feel slightly better. I told him about Jones and Bill Thompson. He shook his head.

‘There's only a few of us left,’ said Johnson. ‘Just you, me, the Thompsons, no, only Tommy Thompson now, Dr Palmer, Atkins, Tolley and his family. I haven't seen them for a few days. Mac and his crew down at the harbour, too. We'd better check up on them. Coming?’

It took a huge effort to get to my feet, but I did it. We carried one of the few electric torches left in the settlement. The wet does something to batteries and they corrode practically before one's eyes. Perhaps that's what was happening to us. We were corroding. Past our use-by date. Certainly past our best-before date, all of us.

We passed the mountain of sawn logs, which had been the stock of a failed trading venture. Can't remember the man's name. He bought in chainsaws and cut down acres of tropical forest before he found that it wasn't economically viable to transport the wood all the way to Brisbane to mill. He'd gone broke. The wood was still there, rotting. Everything was rotting. Huge blooms of tree fungus patched the surfaces, exploding into fine spores if one brushed against them.

Johnson stopped as a taipan slipped across the path. Once he would have killed it. But ammunition was scarce now. It was a big one. It took two minutes to slide past.

The darkness came down on us like a lid. With it came the hum of mosquitoes. We were soaked in repellents but they didn't seem to work any more. I brushed them from my hands and face. It was hardly worth doing, really. They would just come back for more.

There were no lights in the small houses on the shore. Once they would have been garish with coloured bulbs, orchids, loud music, sailors and N'gah girls drinking rum at the Island Home. As we came closer we saw that one girl, at least, was still there.

‘Pattie,’ said Johnson. ‘What are you doing here?’ She was sitting on the edge of the steps going down to the sea. A N'gah girl indeed, a slender and beautiful one, if her face had not been so scarred. Things had got out of hand one night in the Island Home, and a drunken sailor had slashed her with a broken bottle. We had sent her to hospital in Brisbane. They had saved her sight, but she would not stay for any further treatment. She was cradling a little light, some oil and a wick in half a coconut shell.

‘I came to say goodbye,’ she said.

As she stood up I saw she had abandoned her western clothes and was naked, as the N'gah unmarried women are.

‘You were kind to me,’ she said to me. ‘Thank you.’

She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. Then she kissed Johnson. Then she started to walk away.

‘What's happening, Pattie?’ I asked.

She half-turned, her little light flaring with the movement.

‘The end,’ she said simply. ‘Just the end.’

We saw her little lantern bob along up the hill to the forest, where the N'gah would be hunting that night.

Tolley's house contained nothing but puddles; a big one for Tolley, a smaller one for his son, a medium-sized one for his wife.

There was a torch burning at the jetty. Mac and his crew were frantically dragging at their anchor. Two men were in little boats, ready to conduct the ship out to the mouth of the harbour and instant death.

‘Mac!’ I almost shouted. ‘What are you doing?’

His bearded face, dripping sweat, came into view. Both hands grasped the rail.

‘It's the end,’ he yelled. ‘We're seamen! I'm getting out!’

‘But the currents will wreck you!’ yelled Johnson.

‘Better Davy Jones than melting like a candle,’ he shouted. ‘That's no death for a sailor! See you in Fiddler's Green!’

With a vast effort the becalmed ship began to move. She must have carried half her own weight in barnacles. The sea was oily with heat, moving reluctantly away from the bow, closing in like treacle as she passed.

But she gained the harbour mouth after about two hours, and we heard the waves break and the snap of her back as the whirlpool took her.

As we walked back, we almost trod in Atkins. And as we passed Tommy Thompson's house, we heard the shot. He had decided not to wait.

‘Always was hasty,’ said Johnson. I agreed. We were now the only remaining foreigners.

‘Well,’ said Johnson, ‘nice to have known you, West.’

We shook hands. ‘How about a last drink?’ he asked.

I thought this a good idea.

The remains of Dr Palmer lay on the dining room floor – I could tell it was him by the stethoscope and the collecting tubes. Kai had gone – run away, I hoped. So Johnson and I sat down and mixed ourselves a large rum punch. It went down well, so we had another, and then another.

He slid away half an hour ago. I really don't fancy being left alone. I am rather glad that, just now, as I write, I can see my toes beginning to dissolve …
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Did you ever fall asleep on the train and miss your stop? Or fall asleep and go right through to the end of the line? Well, maybe you did, but I bet you never stayed asleep while they took the train out from the last station and left it on a side track overnight. After you hear this story, I bet you'll make sure you never do.

It happened last year. I'd stayed late at school for the boys’ under-seventeen basketball final against St Joseph's. Yeah, we won, 84 to 76. And I scored eight of our points! After the game, I caught the 8:17 train from North Wollongong back to Gerringong. At Kiama, we did the changeover from the electrified line to the two diesel carriages going all the way to Bomaderry.

So, anyway, I fell asleep listening to the Red Hot Chili Peppers on my headphones and slept right past Gerringong. When I woke up, the lights were off and the carriage was empty. The only light was the moonlight pouring in through the windows. I must have slumped over sideways in my sleep, because I was lying stretched out across a double seat.

You'd think they'd have someone go through and check the carriages at the end of the line, wouldn't you? I reckon someone didn't do their job.

Man, it was weird! I looked out the window and there was no station platform, no buildings, nothing. Just railway tracks, and another couple of unlit carriages further down the line. And tall, dark trees all around, tossing in the wind, silver and glittery under the moon.

See, what happens is, they leave the trains parked at Bomaderry, ready for the big commuter rush to Sydney in the morning. When I worked that out, I knew this carriage was stuck here for the night.

I could've rung home on my mobile, except it was out of battery. I knew that already because I'd tried to ring and tell my brother Matt we'd won the final. I tried again now, but no use.

It was five minutes before midnight by my watch, so I must've slept on long after the train stopped. But I still had hours and hours to wait.

No way was I planning to wait in the train! There's something seriously creepy about a dark deserted train carriage. Maybe it was the tossing of the trees outside, but the shadows kept moving and twitching over the seats and across the floor. Even the scrawls of graffiti seemed alive. You could half imagine the seats still filled with people. I grabbed my backpack and headed for the nearest exit.

Then I discovered that the doors wouldn't open. I yanked on the handles, but I couldn't drag them apart. Locked!

And even worse – when I pushed on the red alarm button, that didn't work either. The carriage's electrical systems had been totally shut down. I was trapped.

Stay calm, stay cool! I told myself. The standing section of the carriage by the doors was even creepier than the main section, so I went and sat down again. A different seat, two rows in front of where I'd fallen asleep.

I was wondering what to do next when I heard this noise. A scraping and scratching noise, with a muffled sort of thump every now and then.

The first thing I realised was that I'd been hearing it for a while, only it had blended in with the sounds of the trees in the wind.

The second thing I realised was that it was coming from right under my seat!

Skrikk-skrikk-skrikk-thrubb!-skrikk-skrikk-thrubb!

I jumped up, backed away into the aisle and bent down for a look. Under the seat was a battered brown suitcase. It fitted as snug and tight as if it had been made for this very space.

Then I remembered the guy who must have left it. He was already in his seat when we changed trains, so I guess he was travelling from Kiama. A strange-looking guy, half-dignified and half-disreputable, like a business executive who'd gone on the whiskey. He smelled of whiskey, too. He sat there with his collar pulled open and his tie hanging loose.

He wasn't there long, because three security guards came into the carriage even before the train left the station. And not only security guards, but a plainclothes detective, who flashed a badge and spoke to the man in a low voice. I heard the name ‘Dr Crowl’ and enough of the tone to know they were taking him off for questioning.

Dr Crowl went without a fight, only mumbling and rolling his eyes. Maybe he was too far gone to remember his suitcase, or maybe he was still smart enough to leave it deliberately.

I stared at it. I could see that it was closed with a padlock, but I couldn't yet see how it was dotted with tiny airholes.

That was when I had my stupid moment … you know, the moment when the idiot walks right into the serial killer's cellar or the vampire's lair. The noises from that suitcase were already making the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. But if I didn't investigate, I knew I'd stay scared for as long as I was trapped on the train. Better find out now than have my imagination run wild.

As if my wildest imaginings could ever have come close to what was really in the suitcase!

I grabbed it by the handle and pulled it out between the seats. It bumped and bulged as the thing inside went berserk.

I let go and backed away into the aisle.

Now I could see the airholes, and the rip that was opening up between them!

The rip grew wider and wider, halfway across the front of the case. Then a hand emerged. Someone's left hand, a human hand.

It was the size of an adult male hand, with powerful fingers and thick knuckles. The skin, though, was as smooth as a baby's and the fingers were sort of pale and floppy.

It was impossible. The suitcase was no bigger than a school case; there was no way you could fit an adult or even a child inside.

I was paralysed. Like they say, you want to move, but your muscles won't obey. I was waiting to see a wrist, an arm, I don't know what.

There was a furious scrabbling and the suitcase shook this way and that. The hand waggled and flapped like somebody waving. The scrabbling sounded like claws …

It was claws. Suddenly another rip appeared and a little claw stuck out.

In the next moment, the new rip met up with the old rip, the suitcase burst apart and the thing sprang out.

My mind couldn't take it in. Couldn't, wouldn't, believe it. Snout … tail … claws … and hand!

Of course, I'd seen that picture on the news, you know the one? – the mouse with a human ear growing out of its back? A scientific experiment with gene-splicing or something. But this … this wasn't a mouse but a monster rat, some exotic breed as big as a small dog. And what was growing out of its back was a human hand!

It turned towards me. Its eyes were red like tiny beads of blood, its teeth were needle-sharp. It looked completely crazed, with drool and saliva dripping from its mouth. I guess you'd have to go mad if you were an animal with a hand growing out of your back.

I was still watching, still goggling, when it leaped up at my face.

Swinging an arm I deflected it away. Ugh! My hand touched the rat-thing's hand. Clammy and flabby! Its fingers seemed to cling to mine for a moment, before I shook it off.

I yelled and half-fell, hauled myself upright again. The rat-thing had landed in the aisle. It pointed its snout towards me and looked ready for another spring.

I backed away, fast as I could, between the seats. The rat-thing pattered forward, stopped, pattered forward again, stopped again. It wasn't the bite of its teeth that scared me, so much as the touch of that unnatural hand.

Back and back I went. I couldn't take my eyes off it, until it darted suddenly under the seats.

Now I didn't know where it was. I turned and ran, ten paces to the end of the carriage. There was no way through to a further carriage, only the blank door to the driver's compartment at the front of the train. If I could get into the driver's compartment and close the door behind me …

But of course the door was locked. No surprise there. I thumped the window with my elbow and the jolt tore right through me, making me gasp. I was trapped.

I spun around and listened. Was that the sound of scrabbling claws or the sound of branches knocking together in the wind? The wind outside was blowing harder than ever. I could feel the whole carriage rocking slightly under my feet.

I stood backed up against the driver's door. My backpack was still on the seat where I'd left it, but I wasn't going back to collect it, that was for sure.

Skrikk-skrikk! Skrikk-skrikk!

The more I listened, the more I heard noises from both sides of the aisle. It was like the rat-thing had multiplied into a hundred rat-things.

Crouching down I peered under the seats and caught a flash of something pale. The hand! It had to be! It shot out of the shadows, disappeared again. It was closing in on me.

I never stopped to wonder why it was after me. What did it want to do? I never thought that maybe it had some other reason for heading this way.

Then it appeared in the aisle again. Not where I was looking at all. It had come nearly level with the last row of seats.

I backed into a corner next to the exit door.

My head told me that if one door was locked, they were all locked. But I was too panicked to think straight. I reached for the door handle and tugged, tugged, tugged.

I was focused on the rat-thing when I saw something out of the corner of my eye. It could have been my own reflection in the window of the door, but it wasn't. I whirled so fast I almost cricked my neck.

It was someone outside looking in. Face pressed up against the glass … glaring eyes, lips drawn back, showing his teeth … and a tie hanging loose around an open collar …

I just about hit the roof. It was him! The guy who'd left the suitcase, the guy who'd been taken off at Kiama! He must've been released and hired a taxi or followed the train somehow! Dr Crowl!

He wasn't actually drooling at the mouth, but he looked every bit as mad as the rat-thing.

He drew back, and I saw something whirl through the darkness. Then a mighty crash on the door handle that jarred my fingers and shot up my arm.

I let go in a hurry. The whole door was still shuddering. Looking out the window, I could see him winding up for another hit. He was wielding a massive iron crowbar.

I jumped back from the door. In the moment before the next crash, I heard a squeaking, squealing sound. I spun round.

The rat-thing had reared up on its hind legs. Snout twitching, whiskers quivering, it looked – excited.

A third crash. I was caught between the mad creature and its madder owner. I didn't make a conscious choice, I just acted.

I ran straight at the rat-thing. The seat backs of the last row of seats were in just the right position. I thrust down, stiff-armed, and vaulted up and over the ratthing's head. I sailed clean over the top of it – over the hideous hand – and came down on the other side.

Desperate to avoid the hand, I forgot to make a proper landing. I went over on my ankle and fell sprawling to the floor.

Frantically, I twisted round and sat up. The rat-thing wasn't after me. It had vanished from sight. Where?

There was no fourth crash of metal on metal, but a scraping, grating sound. I worked it out soon enough. Dr Crowl must have forced the end of his crowbar between the doors and was now levering them apart.

I slid backwards on the floor, pushing with my arms and my one good foot. I expected the doctor and his rat-thing to appear at any moment.

Instead, it was his voice I heard first. ‘Where are you? Where?’

He was inside the carriage, I could tell. I thought he was talking to me. I just kept sliding backwards, though I knew that sliding backwards wouldn't save me. Should I try to hide between the seats?

Then he was there. Somehow, he didn't look drunk any more, only very, very determined. He had the crowbar in one hand – until he tossed it aside. It hit the floor with a clang.

He advanced into the aisle between the seats, scanning from side to side. Why couldn't he see me? He clicked his tongue, the way you might call a dog.

Then his face changed. ‘There you are!’ he cried.

He swivelled, bent to the side and gathered up his rat-thing. The monstrosity must have jumped up on one of the seats to wait for him.

He nursed it in his arms and made crooning, affectionate noises in his throat. He looked at it as though nothing else in the world existed. Maybe I imagined it, but the hand on its back seemed to be waggling its fingers. Ugh!

So then he turned and headed for the exit door, and I watched him go. You don't want to hear the rest – how I waited in the empty carriage for another twenty minutes, then climbed out through the broken door and followed the railway track to Bomaderry station, hobbling all the way. I rang home from the payphone at the station and Dad and Matt drove out to collect me. But you don't want to hear all that, and anyway, I was half in a trance myself, operating on auto-pilot the whole time.

There's just one more thing you need to hear. I hadn't noticed it when Dr Crowl was taken off the train at Kiama, and I guess I was too desperate to notice it when I thought he was coming for me, advancing into the carriage.

I only noticed it when he cradled his rat-thing in his arms. The left cuff of his jacket hung loose because there was no hand sticking out from it. When the cuff rode up, when he cradled his rat-thing, I could see how his arm ended in a stump.

Dr Crowl was missing his left hand.
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Brian bustled about, setting out trays of this and that, fussing around with tablecloths and candles and red lamps. He looked excited and expectant. Aidan watched the antics of his younger brother with a curled lip and a raised eyebrow. Brian was always so enthusiastic about everything! It was enough to make you sick. Even about dumb, little kids’ things like this ridiculous séance he'd dreamed up.

It was all over some dumb thing he'd read in a dumb book. About how this bunch of weirdos, with nothing better to do than think up stupid things, got together and made up a ghost. Yes, made one up! They described it in turn, and then they had to see if the ghost appeared in front of them. It was the dumbest thing Aidan had ever heard in his life.

Brian had said, ‘You see, Aidan, they decided they were going to create an Elizabethan ghost – you know, that's in Shakespeare's time …’

Aidan raised his eyebrows. ‘Try-hards! Just like you …’

Brian had hurried on, blinking a little, but determined to tell the rest of his stupid story. ‘They described its physical appearance, called it Philip, said it was Elizabethan, and called on it to appear before them. Sure enough, it did! The funny thing was, it wore a gold wristwatch – and they weren't invented back in Elizabethan times!’

‘Oh, very funny, sure,’ Aidan said sarcastically.

Brian battled on. ‘It was just an experiment to prove if ghosts were real entities or hallucinations, you see, or something else entirely.’

Sometimes, Aidan doubted if his brother was a real entity. Come to think of it, not many so-called people seemed to be. Maybe they were all hallucinations, as smart alec Brian said. Aidan reached out and pinched Brian on the arm, hard.

‘Ow!’ said Brian. ‘Why'd you do that for?’

Aidan grinned. ‘Just checking to see you're a real entity!’

Brian swallowed. ‘Um … a bunch of my friends and I, we'd like to try it … they're coming over in a little while. Do you think … you don't mind if we do this?’ he went on, uncertainly.

It was the holidays, and both Mum and Dad were at work. Technically, Aidan was in charge. For a moment, he considered putting the mockers on the whole thing. But then he thought it might be fun to annoy and irritate Brian and his loser friends. So he shrugged, and mouthed, ‘I don't care. Do your dumb séance if you want.’

The friends soon arrived. What a bunch of losers they were: Redmond, with the glasses and pimples and precise accent; Angie, dark and pretty, but with a nervous twitch; Cassie, with the prominent teeth; Hans, with the head like a broom handle. Aidan smiled savagely to himself. Once a dag, always a dag. Dags of a feather flock together. As for him, he had no friends. He wanted no friends. There was no such thing as friends. And he was all the better for it.

He delighted in answering the door, staring at Brian's friends with that cold blue stare of his, giving them the once-over before allowing them to come in. They stammered at him – of course, they were scared of him, the wimps – and quickly escaped past him into the family room, where Brian had set up. Aidan could hear his brother talking, talking, in that high-pitched, high-irritation cheery voice of his. Like a squeaky toy, Aidan thought, like the stupid talking teddy he'd seen in the shops one Christmas. The kids were closing curtains, turning off lights, lighting the candles and lamps, whispering excitedly, as if they really thought they were going to call up a ghost, as if ghosts in any shape or form really existed!

Time to have some fun. He strode into the room. ‘I think I'd like to try it too,’ he said, blandly.

Brian looked anxious. ‘Are you sure you want to?’

‘Didn't I just say I did?’ Aidan smiled wolfishly at the nervous faces around the table. ‘It sounds like an interesting experiment, Brian. I'd like to see how it turns out.’

Brian certainly did not want Aidan there. A small cold feeling crept up his chest at the thought of it. He wondered whether he ought to call the whole thing off. But then he thought he saw a plea in Aidan's eyes, and he remembered what Mum had told him. Be kind, and patient with Aidan, she'd said. He's not himself, just lately. He's not happy. Brian had thought, yes he is. He's happiest being horrible. That's what he's like. Now he wasn't so sure. Maybe Aidan was indeed lonely. Maybe being mean was the only way he knew of showing it. Brian wasn't scared of Aidan; not really, anyway. But he found him tiring. It was hard work, being around someone who was always so negative about everything. Yet he refused to let it get him down.

‘Okay then,’ he said, but Aidan had already sat down. Next to Angie. Oh, no! Angie would be too nervous to do anything in this séance, anyway. Brian sighed inwardly. He banged on the table.

‘Now, you all know what to do. Everyone close their eyes and build up a picture of the ghost. Then we'll describe it, and then see if it appears.’

‘Ah, what period is this ghost going to come from?’ That was Redmond, of the glasses and pimples.

Imitating Redmond's precise accent, Aidan said, ‘Oh, my dear Redmond, it is quite apparent he must come from an elegant period, don't you think?’

Redmond blushed, but ignoring Aidan looked pleadingly at Brian. Brian ran his hand through his frizzy hair.

‘Um … I suppose this could be a recent ghost. Say, from the seventies or something.’

‘Sounds terrific!’ Aidan sneered. ‘I can't wait to see its daggy clothes!’

No one said anything. They all shut their eyes. Tightly. That was to stop themselves from looking at me, Aidan thought. They're more scared of me than this dumb ghost they might cook up. He didn't shut his eyes. He tilted his chair back angrily. He'd been right, this was a boring, creepy little kid's game. They were losers. He'd find something better to do.

Suddenly Brian spoke. His voice had changed, deepened, somehow. ‘I can see him! He has blond hair, very short,’ he said. ‘I can't see his face. He's standing.’

‘Standing in a large open area – maybe a street,’ Redmond said. ‘He's got his back to me, but I can see his clothes, they're sort of grey.’

‘Grey, yes,’ Angie said, quickly. ‘He's got something in his hand, something long, shiny. I can see him drawing his hand back. Is he trying to tell us something? No, he's looking at his watch.’

‘A strange watch,’ Cassie said. ‘It's got an in-built television. Wow! He's looking at it, but then he's dropped his hand. He's bending down, crouching.’

Aidan wanted to move, to laugh at them, but he couldn't. In front of his open eyes, his wide-open eyes, a figure was emerging out of the air. A short, stocky figure, back to him, the hair on his skull as short as a harvested wheat field. The figure wavered, its outlines blurred.

‘He's crouching,’ said Hans. His voice was very low, there was something shining on his cheeks. ‘He's got a gun!’

In front of Aidan's eyes, the figure crouched. Aidan stared at it. He blinked his eyes, once, twice. Still, the figure was there, gun in hand.

‘There's police coming,’ stammered Redmond. ‘They're coming! They're firing at him; he's falling, falling!’

Angie yelled, ‘No, I'm not looking at anything more!’

Her eyes jerked open, as did those of the others. No one spoke for a moment.

‘I didn't like that,’ Hans said at last. ‘I didn't think it would be like this …’

‘It wasn't real,’ Brian said, in a voice that was far from steady. ‘Just a made-up ghost. After all, did you hear what Cassie said, about that TV watch. No one wears those, certainly not back in the seventies.’

His voice trailed off. His eyes, like those of his friends, were suddenly on his brother. Aidan was staring at a spot just beyond Brian's head, a spot just on the wall. His eyes were wide open, his lips were moving. For a moment, no one spoke or moved. Then Aidan turned, and looked at Brian. His voice was flat. ‘Don't kid yourself, Brian. He was here,’ he said simply. ‘He was real.’

‘Rubbish!’ Brian said desperately. ‘It was all made up! We just thought it up!’

Aidan shook his head and got up. He moved away from the table and went back to the sofa. He lay back and closed his eyes, his long blond hair flopping over his round face, his short stocky body huddled on the sofa.

The others’ eyes were still fixed on him. All the fun, all the excitement, had gone out of the whole thing. They felt numb with horror, a horror they could not or would not name. Then Hans spoke.

‘Did anyone else see his face?’ he said. ‘Because I …’

‘No!’ Brian cut in, sharply. ‘This has all been a stupid mistake. We shouldn't do this kind of thing. It's just nonsense.’ In his agitation, he got up and started putting things away, mechanically, like a jerky battery toy. The others got up, too, and put their coats on. They were all in a hurry to go.

‘Brian.’ Angie paused at the door. She looked over at Aidan. ‘What if it was a ghost … not from the past, but from the future? That was why the watch … you know …’

Brian stared at her.

‘His eyes,’ Angie said. ‘They were so terrible, so lost, so alone, like he hardly knew what it was like to be human any more. I … I felt so sorry for him. I wished I could help and I –’ She gulped, and suddenly took off down the path, and out of the gate. Brian slowly closed the door behind her and went back into the house. He stood for a moment uncertainly, then went over to Aidan, and touched him on the shoulder. ‘Aidan,’ he said uncertainly, ‘I'm … I'm sorry … it's …’

Aidan's eyes flew open. He looked right into Brian's face. ‘Do you all really hate me that much?’ he said, quietly.

Brian stammered, ‘I don't know what you mean … I …’

‘Come on, Brian,’ said Aidan, still in that same strange, quiet voice. But there was a twitch at the corner of his mouth. ‘I saw that ghost's face, remember. And you created him. You and all your friends.’

Brian protested, feebly, ‘It wasn't anything real.’

‘Oh, it was,’ said Aidan. ‘I saw his face. That was my face, Brian. That's what you and your friends think will happen to me. That's what you think I will become, what I deserve to become. A mass murderer. One of those crazy shooters. That's the truth. Isn't it? Isn't it?’

Brian had gone very pale. Then he said, his voice very low, ‘No, Aidan. We didn't create him. We all saw him at the same time. We all saw him – because it was you who projected him, Aidan. It was you.’ His eyes widened. ‘You showed him to us, Aidan. You did.’

Aidan stared at him in silence. A pulse beat in his throat. His stomach churned. He whispered, ‘That can't be true … I don't believe …’

Brian looked into his brother's face and saw the helplessness and pain that he'd always missed before. Aid an was so good at covering things up. He whispered back, ‘You've got to believe, Aidan. It's a warning. It's a sign. You have a great power in you, Aidan. You could use it to destroy yourself and others. Or … or you could use it for good.’

Aidan's lips curled, though his eyes were uncertain. ‘Good old Brian,’ he sneered. ‘Always be positive about everything. Hey, big bro, you're a loner and a nutcase, headed for an early death in a hail of bullets, well, never mind. Look on the bright side.’

‘Why not?’ said Brian, bravely. ‘There's always time to change. It's not certain fate you saw, Aidan, just the ghost of possibility. You know, like in that story “A Christmas Carol”, when you get the Ghost of Times Past, of Times Present and of Times to Be, but the last one is actually a warning, to give the man time to change? Well, maybe it was something like that. For you.’

Aidan stared at his brother. Suddenly, he felt as though he could see what he'd always missed – the strength, the humour, the kindness and intelligence. And yes, love. Something hard and heavy began to shift in him. It hurt. Turning his head away, he said, gruffly, ‘Angie … I heard what she said and I …’ But he couldn't finish his sentence. The words got somehow locked in his throat.

‘Angie's an amazing girl,’ said Brian, softly. ‘And she's always liked you, Aidan.’

Aidan stared at him. ‘Don't be stupid,’ he growled. ‘She hates my guts. I can see it in her eyes.’

Brian shook his head. ‘You have a lot to learn about people,’ he said, smiling gently. And strangely enough, Aidan found himself nodding.

‘Maybe you're right, at that, bro. Maybe you're right.’ And for the first time since he could remember, there wasn't that burning pressure of rage in his chest. It felt odd, like he was floating.
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I wasn't sure what the difference between doves and pigeons was, but I decided they were doves because it sounded more romantic.

They were perched in the bare branches of a tree in the front garden, cooing.

I thought it was strange, because everything else in the garden looked so bare and empty from the street. The trees and bushes were all bare. The lawn was dead. The day felt grey and cold.

The gate was stuck closed. I had to lean my whole weight against it and shove hard before it finally gave way with a rusty groan.

The path clearly hadn't been swept for a long time. I guessed that the family must use a back entrance – no one had been in this garden for a while.

There was some kind of strange optical illusion in the garden, because the veranda of the house looked quite close from the gate, but it took me a long time to reach it. As I drew closer to the house, I shivered. It was old and weary-looking, all dilapidated and sad and colourless. The windows had faded curtains drawn across them. The patchwork shingles on the roof seemed to shiver in the cold afternoon.

As I stepped onto the veranda, the doves all took off with a loud flapping. I jumped. Then everything was quiet. A single grey feather drifted down from the tree, the only sign that they were ever there.

There was a doll's house on the veranda. Its little windows had been smashed, the banisters snapped, and the wallpaper torn. There wasn't any furniture inside.

There wasn't a doorbell, so I knocked. The dense wooden door seemed to eat the rapping noise, and I wondered if anyone inside could have heard. I waited.

Finally, I heard the patter of little feet on floorboards. They came right up to the door, then there was a pause.

The door opened.

Two little girls stood before me. They were maybe four and six. They wore plain, old-fashioned dresses, with no shoes. Both had long yellow hair that hung down around their shoulders. They stared at me.

‘Hi,’ I said. ‘Is your mum home? I'm your new babysitter.’

The two little girls looked at each other.

‘You're late,’ said the older one. Her voice was husky and soft. ‘Mummy's already gone. She says you're to look after us until she gets back.’

The younger one nodded.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘My name's Kumuda.’

‘I'm Jenny,’ said the older girl. ‘And this is Nell.’

The younger girl opened her mouth. Her teeth had a greenish tinge, and I wondered if they'd been eating lollies.

‘Kumuda is a funny name,’ she said, her voice high and reedy.

‘It's Indian,’ I said. ‘It means “lotus flower”.’

The two girls were quiet again and stared at me.

‘May I come in?’ I asked.

They both nodded, and stood aside. Jenny pointed to a hatstand.

‘You can hang your bag there,’ she said.

The house seemed much larger inside than it did from outside, although it felt warm and cosy. The floorboards were golden brown, like honey. The walls were painted a rich burgundy, but the dark colour didn't feel oppressive. As I followed the girls down the hallway, I peered through doors that led into large, well-furnished rooms. Everything looked old-fashioned and expensive. An iron staircase wound up out of sight, and I looked up, puzzled. I didn't remember seeing a second storey from the outside.

‘When's your mum coming back?’ I asked the girls, but they didn't answer.

Jenny opened a door and led me into a bright, open kitchen with a slate floor and huge windows looking out onto the back garden. I stopped, astonished. The garden was full of sunlight and colour. Trees hung low with fruit and bright green foliage. Flowers exploded from their beds, and clambered up the high stone wall at the back of the garden. I could see the doves perched around a large stone birdbath, cooing happily.

In the very centre of the garden was a large pond, with a weeping willow leaning over it so the tips of its fronds brushed the surface of the water. The pond had strange green gunk floating on the top. I wondered if it was a sort of algae or something. The pond was the only part of the garden that didn't look perfectly manicured and bright. There was something wild about it, although I supposed it must have been man-made.

‘What an amazing garden,’ I said. ‘The front of the house is so bare.’

‘We never go to the front garden,’ said Nell.

I turned to the girls. ‘Well? What do you guys want to do?’

Nell glanced at Jenny.

‘We want to play a game,’ Jenny said.

I smiled at them. ‘What sort of game?’ I asked. ‘Do you have any board games?’

Nell shook her head. ‘Hide and seek,’ she said.

‘Great!’ I said. ‘Shall I be It?’

Jenny shook her head. ‘It will be too hard for you,’ she said. ‘Because you don't know the house yet. You should hide, and we'll find you.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Can you count to a hundred?’

‘We can count forever,’ she said. I wondered if they ever smiled, and realised they must be shy in front of new people.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘Close your eyes, and no peeking.’ They turned to face each other, and covered their eyes with their hands.

‘One … two … three …’

I turned and went back into the hallway. I wanted to climb that little iron staircase. The treads were very narrow, so I had to climb on my tiptoes. The banister was cool under my hands, but after climbing past a few turns, I grew dizzy. By the time I reached the top I was out of breath, and feeling a little ill.

I could hear the girls counting back in the kitchen.

‘Seven … eight … nine …’

There was a long corridor at the top of the stairs, with doors leading off on both sides. I followed it for a while, trying the doors, but they were all locked. The house was so enormous – it made sense to close off some of the rooms.

The walls felt very thin, because I could still hear Jenny and Nell.

I finally found an unlocked door. It opened into a bedroom that I thought might belong to the girls. A large bed sat in the middle of the room, neatly made with a floral bedspread. I couldn't see any soft toys or dolls anywhere, or even any books. I would have thought it was an adult's room, except I saw two pairs of little black shoes lined up neatly beside the bed.

‘Twenty-two … twenty-three … twenty-four …’

There was another door in the room. I thought it must be a walk-in wardrobe, and opened it, looking for a good hiding place. As a seasoned babysitter, I knew I needed somewhere that was not too easy, not too hard. A delicate balance.

It wasn't a wardrobe. It was another room – I would have called it a playroom if there'd been anything to play with in it. There was a large mirror leaning against one wall, and an enormous chest in the corner. The chest was easily big enough for me to fit into, so I walked over to it.

‘Thirty-seven … thirty-eight … thirty-nine …’

As I passed the mirror, I caught a glimpse of my reflection. The light in the room was unflattering, and I winced. I looked terrible. My hair was flat and limp, my skin looked sallow. I peered closer and noticed crow's feet forming in the corners of my eyes. I didn't realise wrinkles started so early.

The lid of the chest was heavy and I struggled to open it.

The first thing that struck me was a strong smell of leather. I looked into the chest and frowned.

‘Fifty … fifty-one … fifty-two …’

It was full of handbags. There were probably about fifty in there, all different styles and shapes. It seemed like an odd thing to collect, and an odder thing to store in a children's bedroom. Surely collectors like to have their items on display in glass cases?

I picked up one of the handbags – brown leather with a bronze buckle – and heard a jingling. I undid the buckle and lifted the flap.

It looked like a normal handbag. Keys, a leather purse, a handkerchief, a lipstick. But what was it doing in this chest?

‘Sixty-five … sixty-six … sixty-seven …’

I opened the purse, and found old paper banknotes that I'd never seen before. I pulled out one of the cards. It was a driver's licence belonging to someone called Belinda Simm. The date on it was 1965.

I dropped the bag and the wallet and fished out another – black patent leather, gold clasp.

The purse inside belonged to a Katy Gibson, 1983.

I pulled out a pale green bag. The leather felt like it was about to fall apart. There was a matching purse inside which contained a few old-fashioned coins, but no driver's licence or credit card or anything. I dug through the bag. It smelled like dust. I found a scrap of yellow newspaper. The edges crumbled away when I touched them, and I held it carefully.

It was an advertisement.

Babysitter required two nights a week. Excellent pay. References essential. Contact Mrs Green by telephone, number Green-342.

I shivered. The ad was almost identical to the one I'd answered. Only the telephone number was different. I looked at the date in the corner of the page.

‘Eighty-nine … ninety … ninety-one …’

It said 1914.

I stared at the handbags, and thought suddenly of my own bag, hanging on the hatstand in the hallway. I turned and ran from the room.

I stumbled down the staircase, which made a horrific clanging noise.

My handbag was gone. My heart was hammering so hard I could barely breathe. I looked back towards the kitchen, but the girls weren't there any more. The glass door that led to the back garden was open, and there was a strong smell of mud, and something sort of fishy and rotten. I could still hear the girls counting, even though I couldn't see them.

‘Ninety-eight … ninety-nine …’

I pulled on the heavy front door, but it wouldn't open. I tried the handle. Nothing. I pushed, pulled, shoved. It wouldn't budge.

‘One hundred.’

I spun around. Jenny and Nell were right behind me. They grinned, their teeth a dark, glistening green, like the green gunk on the surface of the pond. I noticed their bare feet were wet, and that they'd both left a trail of muddy footprints up the hallway.

I backed away from them, until I was flat up against the door.

‘Found you,’ said Jenny.
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When my great-aunt died, I inherited her red shoes. Red shoes in a box with tissue paper so worn and creased it resembled the skin on my greataunt's hands in the years before her death.

Red shoes in a box with a note:


Ruby red, pretty to view
On her feet a dancer grew
But should these shoes stray from her care
Naught but trouble will find her there.



At first I had not been able to look at the shoes. I had loved my great-aunt with all my heart and now that she was gone I couldn't bear to look upon what was once hers. The shoes remained in the box and the box stayed under my bed, collecting dust for what might have been years had I not lost my earring in that space that exists between my bed and the wall.

Now the box sat in my hands, furry with dust and yellowed with age. As I sat there, I looked at the photograph of my great-aunt in its oval brass frame on my dresser. She gazed back at me, not as a withered old woman with skin as creased as autumn leaves, but as a fifteen-year-old girl, a dancer, in a white embroidered dress and bright red shoes.

People say I look like my great-aunt when she was young, which is why I kept the photograph of her as a girl on display rather than her face as an old woman. She had often told me that age had crept up on her like a stalker. One day she looked in the mirror and the bright face of a young girl smiled back at her, the next day, an old woman. ‘But life is like that, my dear,’ she had cautioned. ‘You spend so much of your life looking to the future that before you know it your future has become your past.’

I had no idea what she could possibly mean. For me, life seemed impossibly slow. Plant a seed and you could be waiting weeks, even months before a green sprout unfurled its tiny head. A painting could take days to dry and a birthday was saturated with the sorrow of knowing that when the day was over, you would have to wait what could seem like a whole lifetime for another. I wanted to live a life that could be counted in minutes. Seconds even. A blink of an eye. I wanted tomorrow today and to be able to skip through all of the parts of my life which were simply a waste of time. I wanted to be able to fast forward my life; skip school, stamp out sleep, and dance, spinning, into the future. For the future was always there, beckoning me with brighter days to come.

As I looked down at the worn, red shoes of my dear great-aunt, a terrible restlessness overcame me. Worse than any I've ever had to bear. It crept up through me from the soles of my feet like mercury, quivering through my veins and seizing hold of my heart until it was almost an effort to breathe. With a jolt, I flung the red shoes into the far corner of the room and ran down the stairs two by two into the back garden. There I stood, trembling and gulping great gasps of the crisp autumn air.

Gradually my heart began to slow its frantic pace and I was able to calm my trembling hands. With great effort, I walked back into the house, controlling my every step to resemble that of a normal pace.

At dinnertime, my father threw down his cloth serviette in exasperation.

‘Would you please stop that jiggling, Emily! You're driving us all crazy!’

I glanced at my father, alarmed, because I hadn't been aware that I was jiggling at all. But, sure enough, when I looked down at my tightly crossed legs, my knee was twitching of its own accord. I pressed my hand down on it firmly and tried to eat with the other.

‘Emily, don't gulp your dinner, darling,’ my mother said. ‘You'll get indigestion.’

I looked down at my plate, and, to my horror, I saw that while my parents had only just begun to sever their steaks, my plate was already completely empty. I closed my eyes for what seemed like an eternity to fathom these strange experiences. When I opened them again my father was still chewing on the same mouthful of meat.

Terror clamped my heart as the evening stretched on, seemingly slower and slower. Even the clock in the hall seemed to drag its morbid tick-tocking until between each sound I could count a dozen of my own heartbeats. I tried to tune in to the conversation between my parents but it sounded as incoherent as a record on slow speed. Finally, I could stand it no longer and pushed back from the table to seek sanctuary in my own room. The shouts of my puzzled parents thudded into the back of my head.

Even before I turned my light on, I saw them there. The red shoes. They seemed to glow and pulse in the dark like severed organs. The spinning in my head became faster and faster as I approached them. Were they calling me? It was hard to tell.

Downstairs I could hear the faint voices of my parents, but their sounds were muffled by the vertigo. In one swift move, I grabbed the wretched shoes and flung them back into their box. It was only when the box was firmly shut that the terrible pounding in my head began to cease. Exhausted, I slid the box under my bed and crawled beneath my doona.

As I drifted into a dazed slumber, I felt my mother's cool palm on my forehead and her gentle murmurings. Occasionally I would open my eyes and it would be light, other times it would be dark, but every time I peered through my sticky lashes I would glimpse my mother's form, ever present; sewing, reading, dozing, staring. Then I would drift back into a fitful sleep.

One morning I awoke to see my mother's hopeful face above me. In her hand was a cup of steaming tea. My stomach lurched with hunger and I sat up groggily in bed.

‘Oh, I'm starving,’ I mumbled. ‘Have I been asleep long?’

‘Three days, my sweet. You've had quite a fever.’

‘Three days? I've been in bed for three days?’

My mother nodded. ‘I've been at my wit's end. Your friends called past too, but I told them to come back later. They've left a card for you, see? Get well soon – it says – We miss you. They asked me if you would be away from school for much longer and I told them you can't rush an illness. It takes the time it takes.’

‘So you've been sitting here for three days?’ I asked, incredulously.

My mother shrugged.

‘Weren't you bored?’

‘I have plenty of thoughts to keep me occupied.’ My mother smiled. ‘Now you just rest there, dear, and I'll fetch you something to eat. There's no sense in pushing things.’

I ate a hearty breakfast then lay back to try to sleep again, but it seemed I'd slept enough for a lifetime already and my body wouldn't succumb. I tried reading a little, but the words danced across the page.

My mother brought the radio up, but the songs were boring and the chatter tedious. I tried a crossword puzzle, but I couldn't keep my attention focused on the page. Outside the sun shone, beckoningly.

‘Can I get up now?’ I groaned, when my mother appeared with yet another cup of tea.

‘I don't think so,’ she said. ‘You've been quite ill. I think it would be best if you took it easy for today. Just try to relax, dear. Enjoy your time off.’

But I couldn't enjoy it. In fact the day stretched past excruciatingly. My legs stung with pins and needles and my skin itched with boredom. When my mother called upstairs to say that she was popping out for fresh bread, I threw off my doona and swung my legs irritably to the floor. To try to rid them of their inertia, I jogged up and down a little on the spot.

In the mirror, I pulled faces and scraped my hair back off my scalp. Then, flopping down on my carpet, I rolled around a little to stretch out my back. That was when I saw it.

Without thinking, I pulled the old shoe box out from under my bed. I would just take a peep, I thought. Check that I had wrapped them up properly after the other night.

The shoes lay in their crumpled paper, scuffed and demure. There was no shine coming from them the way I had imagined seeing the other night. I held one up. It was solid but worn. The faded red leather felt soft in my hands. Size five-and-a-half. I looked inside. My great-aunt must have had very small feet too. How strange. I traced my finger inside the leather sole where I could see the grey smudges of her toe-prints.

I looked up at her photo and she gazed back down at me. We were alike. I could see that now. My father had always complained that I was as restless as my Great-auntie Bo had been.

But she had travelled the world, I thought. She had seen things and been to places that my parents had probably never even dreamt about. I would be like her, I swore. Perhaps even a great dancer, too.

Dreamily, I slipped one of the red shoes onto my bare foot. It fit perfectly. I pulled on the other shoe and stood up and stretched and pointed my toes. The shoes seemed to glow at the end of my feet. They were beautiful.

I looked into my dressing-table mirror and saw that I was beautiful too. I saw an adoring audience throwing flowers at me and cheering with tears in their eyes. I bowed low, and then, ever so slowly I began to dance.

Slowly, slowly, I spun, catching a glimpse of my shining face at each turn. Then my feet began to speed up. Tippity-tapping, spinning and pointing. Tip, tap, spin, point. The crowd in the mirror roared. I smiled at them and spun faster. Faster and faster, my room becoming a blur, until it seemed the crowd was all around me.

In the crowd, I saw the faces changing. They flicked from man to woman, child to adult and back again, but always they were smiling. Cheering me as I spun faster. I had never felt so alive. I turned back to my mirror to see if my face reflected how I felt, but I could no longer find my image there. Curiously, I glimpsed the face in front of me as I spun. It was the face of a woman, an older version of myself. She had the same green eyes as me, the same long sharp nose and wide, full mouth.

But as I watched, fine lines began to etch around her eyes and out towards her temples. They then furrowed down to her chin. The lines deepened and the woman's hair began to grey. First at her temples, then the grey spread over all of her hair, fading to white.

The older she became the more familiar she began to look. I spun and I spun but every time I turned to face the image in the mirror the woman had grown older still. Who was this woman ageing before my very eyes? Great-auntie Bo? But no. Her eyes had been blue. Curious. Yet she looked so much like great-auntie Bo.

But then, I was the only one in my family with green eyes.
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The email that started it all didn't even arrive in my Inbox. The fact I noticed it at all amongst the Lonely Lady/Viagra/Business Opportunity spam in my junk folder was one of those domestic miracles. A meaningful coincidence like knowing who's on the phone before you read the caller ID or the time I turned on the TV and saw Carly Dwight waving at the camera from behind a reporter. The journalist was buzzing, smiling, squeaky-voiced about the humpbacks in the harbour – first time in twenty years – and Carly was craning over her shoulder and waving with three fingers. That made Carly the only person I knew that I'd seen on TV and I'd just randomly turned the set on and there she was. Domestic miracle. Meaningful coincidence.

Anyway, the email was simple. The subject read ‘Answers’ and I wouldn't have opened it at all if I'd read the sender's name properly. It was from Luke Thompson. Luke and I had a thing in Year 9 but it never got sweaty. He's cute and capable of conversation, and he was brave enough to call Nathan Sharp a xenophobe to his face after we'd suffered through one of Nathan's barely masked racist rants. Luke was like a pair of shoes that feel nice in the shop but you get them home and never wear them. And that Luke Thomson had no ‘p’ in his surname. So I opened the junked email I thought was from a friend and it just said: ‘Click HERE for answers. This is so cool!!’

I was on Mum's computer because my hard-drive had died spectacularly on Monday – with plastic smoke – and I remember praying that the link didn't pop to some hideous porn site. Mum was slumped in the lounge behind me, mostly watching Deal or No Deal but I knew if the computer screen started filling with bare flesh, that would be the moment she'd casually glance over my shoulder and life wouldn't be worth living. Again.

There was no gratuitous nudity. No smutty animation, just a white page and a single word in a scrolled gothic script.
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I moved down the page and found two input boxes. One asked for my email address and the other was headed ‘Please ask your question here’. At the bottom of the box was a button titled ‘ASK’. Okay, I thought, so it's one of those Artificial Intelligence things that spits out a response from a list based on the words in your question. I'd seen them before and even asked a few questions but the answers came back all wooden and lifeless like the eyes of a Sim. We still have a long way to go until AI moves from ‘Artificial’ to ‘Intelligent’. Still, I thought the email was from Luke and that fact gave it weight. Luke was many things, but he certainly wasn't e-frivolous.

I entered my hotmail address and stared at the wall while I pondered my question. It had to be something simple but juicy. I wanted an answer that didn't sound like horoscope gibberish, applicable for anyone who reads it.

What is my favourite colour?

I clicked the ASK button and it flashed through to an acknowledgement screen which said ‘Thank you for your question. Your answer will be emailed shortly’. There was a button centred below that: ‘ASK another question?’

I refreshed my email page – must have taken all of two seconds – and there was a new drop from Answers in the junk file.

Subject: The Answer to Your Question.

I opened the mail and read the one-word response.

Magenta.

Okay. Lucky guess. But I have to admit, it did make me smile. And type another question. Something a little more personal. A little more abstract.

How many brothers and sisters do I have? ASK.

Again, as soon as I hit refresh on the junk email page, the response was there.

Subject: The Answer to Your Question.

Two brothers. One living, one dead.

The hair prickled on my neck and arms. I put my hand over my mouth.

‘What is it?’ Mum asked.

‘Nothing,’ I said, a little sharply. ‘Just a strange website.’

‘Oh?’

‘One of those Artificial Intelligence things.’

‘Hmm.’

New question: Where do I live? ASK.

Subject: The Answer to Your Question.

12 Clarence Road, Verness.

‘Oh my god.’

‘What?’

‘The AI knows where we live.’

Mum groaned as she levered herself out of the couch. She put her hand on the back of my chair.

‘You just type your question and it emails you a response.’

She huffed. ‘Be careful. Probably spyware. Getting the information off the server.’

‘It knew about Brodie.’

‘What?’

‘I asked how many brothers and sisters I had and it told me I have two brothers, one living, one dead.’

The cursor blinked in the question box. I could hear Mum breathing.

‘Really?’ There was a beaten softness to her voice. That tenderised sort of tender, just for the one word. ‘Who sent you the link?’

‘This kid at school, Luke.’

‘How well does he know you?’

I smiled then. A sly smile of satisfaction like when you crack a puzzle. Luke knew where I lived. Everyone knew about Brodie.

‘Let's see,’ I said, and typed my question.

Who is my father? ASK.

Mum and Dad split up when I was four. He was the kind of secret my school friends never knew. As far as my secrets go, he was one of my deeper and darker ones. Or so I thought …

The response was instant.

‘Who the hell is Michael Hansford?’ I asked.

It was Mum's turn to put her hand over her mouth. Her pupils were big and shiny like someone had slapped her face.

‘Who is Michael Hansford?’

‘He was … I … Get off the computer, right now!’

Suddenly there was steel in my veins. All the spitting rage I'd been saving for my ghost of a father hammered away at my temples. I spun on the chair to face my mother, eyes afire. It seemed my rage had been misdirected all these years.

Mum sensed it. She stared back, then bowed her head. ‘I'm sorry, love. I meant to tell you years ago I …’ Her brow furrowed. ‘How did your friend know that?’

I clicked back to the question screen, my heart stumbling along in my chest. ‘I don't think it is Luke.’

Who are you? ASK.

I have many names.

Where do your answers come from? ASK.

The heart of hearts.

‘What does that mean?’ Mum asked.

I shrugged.

What are my mother's deepest darkest secrets?

She slapped my hand off the mouse and grabbed my shoulder. Her nails bit like puppy teeth. ‘Don't you dare!’ she fumed.

‘Okay, okay,’ I said, and held up my hands. That question could wait for another day. ‘Your turn. What do you want to ask?’

She let my shoulder go. Her breathing was all choppy like the dog's when he dreams.

‘Move,’ she said.

I rolled the chair aside. She thought for the barest minute, then began typing.

Why won't my sister talk to me? ASK.

She blames you for the breakdown of her marriage.

‘It can't be that simple,’ she whispered.

‘Sometimes it is. My turn.’

I sat there, staring at the screen, my mind aching with the possibilities.

‘Hurry up.’

How can I stop global warming? ASK.

The response was instantaneous again, only when I opened the email, it was seventeen pages long. There is no way it could have been typed in the seconds between sending the question and refreshing the junk file. I tried to scan through it but the mouse scampered randomly over the page and I swore under my breath. I scrolled with the arrow keys. Step-by-step instructions. The names of people I needed to meet and things I needed to say to each person. Scientists, politicians, and that American actor, George Clooney.

‘Read it later. My turn,’ Mum said.

What are the winning numbers for Saturday's lotto draw? ASK.

‘Oh, good one, Mum. Now you're thinking.’

She chuckled. When the email arrived, I wrote the numbers down as she read them out.

How can I stop the war in Iraq? ASK.

Again, the email response was as fast as a page can reload. Screen after screen of detailed instructions with passages in Arabic script and a Google map that revealed the location of a parchment destined to help each and every person who read it understand the true essence of faith. It strode past all religion and gave the reader the capacity to imagine the world through other people's eyes.

‘That's totally amazing,’ Mum whispered. ‘It's a miracle. Look at me, I'm crying.’

That came as no surprise. I couldn't wipe my own tears. They sailed down my cheeks and exploded on my lap. I clicked back to the original email. It was then that I realised it hadn't come from Luke.

‘I … I don't know where it came from. That's not how Luke spells his name. I found it in my junk mail.’

‘Who cares where it came from. Can't it just be a miracle?’

Mum shoved me aside and her fingers scrambled over the keyboard.

Who killed Brodie? ASK.

My heart was a drum roll as Mum fumbled the email open.

Hayden Turner.

Mum groaned. It came from deep inside her and was as mournful as a dingo howl. It couldn't be. I read the name again and again. It just wasn't possible … was it? Mum typed again. I was too smashed to protest.

Why did Hayden kill Brodie? ASK.

I grabbed the mouse. ‘Don't. Don't do it, Mum. It doesn't matter. You don't want to know.’

‘I already know,’ Mum said, breathlessly.

Hayden was jealous of Brodie's confidence.

‘That's just stupid,’ I said. ‘Brothers don't kill each other for that.’

Mum nodded slowly, eyes closed as if in prayer.

I commandeered the keyboard.

Is there a heaven? ASK.

You're in it.

Mum took the keyboard back again.

Is there a hell? ASK.

You're in it.

With that answer still open, there was a faint electrical pop and Windows froze. The mouse stopped moving and a line of white pixels appeared across the top of the screen. Mum swore out loud and almost smashed the keyboard in her frustration.

‘It's okay. We can restart,’ I said, and gently shouldered Mum clear.

I turned the power off and on again. Windows wouldn't boot. It asked for a system recovery disk and then wouldn't recover. Mum was snarling through her teeth and pacing the lounge as I tried everything I could.

It was well and truly dark when Mum cracked it. ‘I'm going to Gina's. I'll use her computer. What's your password?’

‘I'm not giving you my password.’

‘But …’

‘I'll come with you.’

We rugged up. Gina was all smiles until she saw Mum's expression in the gloom. ‘What is it, Debbie? You look like you've swallowed a spider.’

‘Worse. Can we use your computer? Just for a few minutes.’

‘Of course. Come in.’

Mum stomped into the study and dropped into the chair. Gina had been shopping on eBay before we'd arrived. Mum shook the mouse and opened the hotmail pane. ‘What's your …’ She lurched out of the chair and made a sarcastic flourish with her hands. I sat down quietly and logged in.

‘What is it, Debbie? What happened?’

‘A website. It's …’

The server rejected my password. I must have typed badly. I tried again, one finger at a time.

Invalid username or password. I retyped my address. I retyped my password. I restarted the computer.

Mum held her face in her hands. All the steam had gone out of her. ‘It was a beautiful thing, Gina. A beautiful thing.’

‘A website? I've seen some great websites but none that I'd mourn if I couldn't log on …’

Mum moaned. ‘You have no idea. You could ask it anything. It knew the answer to anything. Everything. It was like a broadband connection to God.’

‘Anything?’

‘Absolutely anything,’ Mum said, and rubbed her eyes. ‘I asked who killed Brodie.’

‘Oh my god,’ Gina hissed. ‘Oh my god. Why would you do that?’

Mum shrugged, and I was in.

‘What did it say?’ Gina asked.

Mum was hanging over my shoulder, her breathing stormy and shallow.

My heart sank.

My hotmail account was empty. Wiped clean. Not a message in my inbox, not a slice of spam in my junk.

‘Where is it? Where has it all gone?’ Mum whimpered. ‘Oh my …’

‘What?’ Gina said.

‘The link to the website was in my junk file. All the messages were in my junk file. All gone.’

‘Can't you Google it? What was it called?’

There were about 220 million websites containing the word Answers.

‘What about the history on your web browser?’ Gina suggested.

‘We can't get the computer started.’ Mum cursed.

‘Call Dave,’ Gina said, and handed Mum the phone. ‘If it can be salvaged, Dave will do it.’

Dave reluctantly agreed to work on Mum's computer at that hour. We carted it around to his smoky garage in Tyler Street and he had the back off and the hard drive out in five minutes. He wired it into the exposed entrails of another computer, but the screen in front of him refused to acknowledge its existence.

‘Sorry to be the one to tell you,’ Dave said. ‘She's dead. Hard drive is fried. I can get you a new one for seventy bucks.’

Mum screamed. It was a long horrible scream for the dead – hopes, hard drives and sons – and it made something metal in the shed ring in sympathy.

The silence that followed was bigger than the Internet.

I hung my head as we trudged home but I wasn't sad. I was laughing inside. The irony got to me. It was another one of those domestic miracles. Some freak of electronic nature had given us a window into something so much bigger than ourselves, and an equal and opposite freak of electronic nature had taken it away.
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Hayden was home when we got there. He still had his work uniform on and he smelled of deep-fried food. Mum just looked at him.

‘What?’

She reached out her hand. ‘I know it was you,’ she whispered.

The statement seemed so vague, so random, but I watched Hayden buckle slightly like he'd taken a blow.

‘I know it was you,’ she said again, but there was no anger or accusation in her tone. She took his hand and he folded into her.

‘It was an accident,’ he sobbed. ‘I only meant to frighten him. I didn't know he'd fall.’

Hayden cried for a long time. Mum helped him into bed like he was a five-year-old. I made us hot chocolates.

‘You know,’ Mum said. ‘I knew the answers to the questions before I asked them. Somewhere, deep inside me, I knew.’

‘Your heart of hearts.’

Mum snorted. ‘Yeah.’

I nodded, but the more I thought about it, the less I believed. Answers revealed so much about the world beyond my humble life. Mum was treating it like a horoscope, so the miracle made some sort of accidental sense, so it didn't blow her mind, but my mind was already vandalised. I'd seen beyond the flashing images of life. I'd caught a glimpse of what was beyond the set. I'd emailed the Director.

And there was nothing to show for it.

Nothing except a few numbers hastily scribbled on a scrap of notepaper …
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‘If you knew how to travel through time, would you tell anyone?’ Daniel glanced sideways at his friend and kept walking. He hated it when Justin got weird.

Justin tipped his head back and shook the tic tac box he'd been rattling for the past five minutes over his open mouth. ‘I mean, it wouldn't be much fun knowing something like that and not sharing it, hey? He tossed the box to Daniel who tapped a mint onto his tongue and threw the box back.

Daniel hitched his backpack higher on his shoulders and doubled his pace. Joggers slapped pavement, echoing eerily in the silent street. ‘C'mon, we've got to get away from here before a teacher comes past.’

‘There's this theory, a time travel theory,’ Justin went on, shaking the tic tacs in time with each step. ‘You're into all that SF stuff, right? Time travel, Dan – and you don't even need a machine. Don't tell me you're not interested.’ Justin normally made fun of Daniel's love of science fiction, but there appeared to be no mockery in him now.

They reached the waterfront and crossed the road to the empty beach. The tide was in, lapping listlessly at the dull shore. Wagging school wasn't all it was cracked up to be. If either of them had any money they would be in the games arcade by now.

Daniel dropped his pack and slumped onto the sand, warm despite the overcast sky.

Justin studied the water. ‘It's perfect.’ He turned and fixed Daniel with glazed eyes.

‘Huh?’

‘Perfect for time travelling.’

‘Oh geez!’ Daniel scooped up a handful of sand and flung it at him.

Justin didn't move. ‘Go on, ask, you know you want to.’

‘You're a total attention seeker, you know that?’

Justin dropped to his knees, his face aglow.

Daniel's neck prickled. He glanced at the water. Its brightness made his eyes tear up. Everything was suddenly too bright.

‘I read about it in a book,’ Justin said, spraying spit.

‘You don't read books,’ Daniel said.

Justin's eyes narrowed. ‘Well I read this one. It was about this guy who was flying over the sea one day –’

‘Like Superman?’

‘No, in an aeroplane, you moron. Anyway, he looks out the window and the sea looks like this endless plain, like a mudflat or something, and the guy thinks how if he had a ladder he could climb down and walk on it.’

‘Walk on water. Like Jesus?’ Daniel laughed. The sound was electric.

‘No, you're missing the point. The water wasn't water, it was solid – or at least the guy in the plane imagined it was. Weeks or months later he was driving past a beach, just like this one, on a cloudy day, just like today, and he stopped and stared at the sea remembering how it looked when he was in the plane and the more he stared at it, the more it looked like a solid mudflat. So, you know what he did? He got out of his car and walked across it right into the future.’

Uneasiness crawled up Daniel's spine. He cleared his throat. ‘This book was fiction, right?’

‘Doesn't matter.’

Daniel grinned. Justin almost had him that time. ‘Yeah, it does.’

Justin grabbed Daniel's arm, fingers gouging flesh. His pupils were suddenly as wide as hungry mouths. ‘No, it doesn't because I did it and it's all true. I saw the future, man, saw things you wouldn't believe.’

‘Show me.’

Justin settled back on his haunches. ‘You can do it too, just stare at the sea and concentrate.’

Daniel usually knew when Justin was having a go at him, but this time there was a determination and certainty about him that Daniel had never seen before. Were Justin's words really so crazy?

He stared, and the longer he stared the more the blue-grey surface of the water resembled hills and valleys. His ears filled with the roar of his own blood.

‘Keep your mind open and believe,’ Justin whispered. ‘Remember, you've got to believe.’

Daniel swallowed. His throat was tight, dry. What was wrong with him? He couldn't tear his eyes away from the sea, so familiar, yet now so alien. Justin was right; it really was an endless plain – though not one of mud, but stone.

He stood and walked towards it, away from Justin, past the DANGEROUS CURRENT sign which was the only hint of colour in that grey landscape, and with every step his heart danced and the vision became more solid, more real.

Remember, you've got to believe. Justin's words rang in Daniel's mind. Yes, he would remember, and in believing he, too, would see the future.

With eager steps Daniel ploughed on, not noticing the creeping chill that seemed intent on stealing the breath from his lungs; deaf to the waves breaking on a shore that was now as distant as his own past. He was a time traveller. He was the future, the past, and everything in between. Soon he would have it all.

His mind filled with a swirling darkness that might have been the very fabric of space-time itself – or not. For it was at that moment, as the rip took him and sucked him down, that the illusion turned to vapour and Daniel remembered.

He couldn't swim.
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It began with a dream. Ruth's sleeping life had always been more brilliantly plumaged then her waking life. She woke with an image of a woman, white-clad, shadowy under the leaves, one hand pushing open a door into a garden, the other held out towards her.

The dream haunted her. She felt she had seen the wall, the door, the falling fig vine, before. Trying to remember where, Ruth began to wander the streets of her childhood as she had not done in years, pushing through seed-laden grass to walk along the canal, scrambling up stony alleys verdant with weeds. That summer, the sun was so hot the pavement was sticky under her boots and the sky blazed with a blue of such intensity it seemed like the heart of a hissing flame.

At first it was this colour that demanded life, so Ruth painted the canvas blue. Whenever she saw the blue of her canvas she would feel the hole inside her satisfied. But it was so hot that summer they were all satisfied with little things at first. Mary, the eldest sister, was pleased with a skirt she bought for $20 at a sale. Zillah, the youngest, discovered the thrill of theft. Even their mother seemed a little less afraid.

Then the emptiness of her canvas infuriated Ruth. For blue demands drowning. Sitting on the floor in her bedroom, Ruth mixed the paint on her palette with her fingertips. Emerald-green, jade-green, lime-green, forest-green. Ruth painted a garden, with leaves and vines, shadows, a high wall. That night when she went to bed, her fingernails were thick with green as if she had been gardening.
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Mary could not sleep. She lay in the stifling darkness, trying to unfurl her dreams so she too could slip into slumber with a smile. She could not. The dream was worn through, showing holes in the creases where she had unfolded it so many times.

Mary no longer styled her hair every morning, but dragged it back from her forehead. She gave her stilettos to her youngest sister, and laughed bitterly when she saw her practising walking. For Zillah had her own dreams, glossy as the pages of a magazine. Every day she reluctantly dressed in her ugly school uniform, her feet trapped in clumsy shoes. At night, though, Zillah outlined her eyes with charcoal and rubbed bronze into her cheekbones and gold into her eyelids. She draped her body in an orange scarf, and stared at herself in the mirror.

In the morning Zillah lay for a while in bed, watching her sister crouched before the canvas, smearing paint on to it with her fingers. Stretching, Zillah admired her own body in the mirror, before drifting into the kitchen for some orange juice. That was all she allowed herself for breakfast. She watched Mary and her mother eat their bran flakes with the tiniest curl of her upper lip. She would never be like them, Zillah told herself again. Never.

Zillah waited till her mother had left. She always caught the 8:04 bus. Ten minutes later Mary left, having lingered in the bathroom so she did not have to walk with her mother. She caught the 8:14 bus. Some time later Ruth would stomp out, dressed as usual in op-shop cast-offs, her backpack thumping on her back. She would scowl at Zillah, growl ‘Aren't you meant to be at school?’ and slam the door on her way out. Sometimes Zillah would follow her, curious to see where she went and what she did. Sometimes she would not bother. Zillah liked being home alone. Slowly, voluptuously, she would turn over her sisters’ things. She would outline her mouth with Mary's new lipstick, look through Ruth's art magazines, and rummage through their drawers in the hope of finding money.

Zillah would have liked to go through her mother's things too, but her mother locked her bedroom door. She locked every door. She kept her keys on a bristling ring that she carried with her always. At night, when she walked home from the bus stop, her mother carried the bunch of keys in her fist, clenched between her whitened knuckles like the barbs of a mace.
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Ruth paid little attention to her mother and sisters. She thought they had rendered their lives provincial beige. She had her own plans, her own obsessions. At night she hunted the dream, and sometimes managed to net it. By day, she hunted the memory. The old door in a high sandstone wall, the falling fig vine, light gleaming out through leaves. Ruth had seen it before, she knew. When she was a child. Before her father left one night, and was never seen again.

The door in the wall could not be too far away, Ruth thought. Fleetingly, she remembered running through darkness. Being afraid. Creeping along the wall. The door swinging open, light piercing the night, the delicate tracery of vine and leaf and fruit, green-black against the gold. The gentle swish of a white skirt against the stone. A cool hand held out.

Or had this been a dream, too? Ruth did not know. She was not sure it mattered.

She was in the grip of the painting like a fever. As soon as she woke each morning she would crouch before the canvas, seeing with bleary eyes all that was wrong. With the very tip of her littlest finger, Ruth would caress a leaf with an edging of gold. With a broad sweep of her palm she would stroke the flowing white shape of skirt, or delicately trace the oval face. She barely dared sketch in the arch of brow, the curve of lip, the shape of beckoning fingers. Slowly the painting became crowded. Wall. Door. Fig leaves. Woman in white. Three white lilies.
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When Mary was a little girl, she had woken one night, hearing a rhythmic thump, thump, thump, like a doll's head hitting each step as it was dragged downstairs. Each thump was followed by a small squeak, as if the speaking mechanism in the doll had been broken. Then there was another great thump, much louder, somehow out of rhythm. Then only silence.

Mary crept to her bedroom door. All was quiet. She reached up, slowly turned the handle, and crawled out into the hall. She could hear someone breathing fast and uneven. Listening with every nerve in her body, Mary felt along the floor with her hand. She did not know what she was looking for. A broken doll? Her little sister, alone and lost in the hall? Ruth went wandering in the night sometimes. Sleepwalking, her father explained, when he brought her back to bed. It was dangerous to wake a sleepwalker, Mary knew. In case they got lost in their dreams.

Mary's hand touched something. Cloth. She felt along. Skin. Hair. Someone was lying curled on the floor of the hallway. Their face was cold and wet. ‘Go back to bed, honey,’ her mother said. Her voice was hoarse. ‘Go back to bed.’

Mary had gone back to bed. When she woke in the morning, it was to find the nails of one hand were black, as if she had been digging in dirt. Zillah slept in her cot, all tangled with sheets, but Ruth's bed was empty. When Mary walked down the hall, it was damp under her bare feet. Her mother was sitting at the table, her hands gripping a cold cup of coffee. She did not look up. Her face looked somehow wrong. The house was cold and dark and silent. All the doors and windows were shut tight.

‘Daddy's gone away,’ her mother said.

‘Where?’

Her mother shook her head. ‘I don't know.’
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Zillah did not remember her father. He had left when she was only three. One day she had said to Ruth, ‘I wish our father was here!’

Ruth had said briefly, without meeting her eyes, ‘Just be glad he's not.’

‘But Mum treats me like a kid!’

‘Better than the way he would've treated you.’
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Mary did not want to feel an affinity with her mother. Although they had lived together for twenty-one years, it had been without connection. Mary did not expect or want a bridge to be built between them.

So one hot day, listening to Zillah wishing her life away, she was surprised to share a look with her mother, a look that said enjoy your youth, dear, it'll pass all too soon. That day they walked to the bus stop together.

That night, Mary could not sleep. She felt like she was being suffocated by the heat, pressing on her face like a stinking pillow. She got up and wandered into the room that Ruth and Zillah shared. There, propped against the wall, was a huge canvas of a woman in white, fig vines and ivy coiling about her. In one hand, the woman held three white lilies; the other was held out beseechingly.

Mary stood and stared, amazed and confounded that her brusque young sister could paint something so mysterious and beautiful. She reached out one hand and touched the lilies wonderingly, then snatched her hand away, glancing round to make sure no one had seen her.

She did not sleep well. She was more conscious of the hole in her than ever before, the many absences that pitted her life. At lunchtime the next day, Mary did not go and sit in the square, glancing at her reflection in the shop windows, hoping one of the suave men in grey hurrying past would stop and speak to her. Instead, she began to walk. She walked swiftly through the city, growing uncomfortably hot, until she walked through the grand iron gates into the botanical gardens. Without embarrassment she stripped off her pantyhose, standing on the grass in her bare feet. She found a tree and lay in its shade, closing her eyes, smelling the green air.

When Mary woke, the shadows were lengthening. Her legs stung where they had been lying in the sun. She watched the gardeners digging under the trees, and fell to chatting with one. ‘I'd love to work here,’ she said enviously. ‘It's so beautiful.’

‘There's a job to be had in the gift shop,’ he told her. ‘You should apply.’

On her way back to the office, she bought a white lily in a pot from a florist's cart, and gave in her resignation before her manager even had time to ask where she had been. Indeed, he could have guessed, for her fingernails were green with leaf-mould.
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Zillah liked to find out people's secrets. She read Mary's diary, and discovered Mary did not like to feel her mother's face growing over her own. She stared at Ruth's painting. In the evenings now, when Zillah dressed up in her crimson gown and her red lipstick, she no longer flirted with herself in the mirror but sat and stared at the reflection of the painting, staring into the woman's long, shadowed eyes.

Zillah began to follow Ruth more often, taking photographs of her sister as she prowled the streets of the suburb. Ruth was not easy to follow. She seemed to travel at random, catching buses as they drove past her, jumping off with no warning. The more difficult it was to shadow Ruth, the more absorbed Zillah became. She stopped hanging around with her school friends outside the cinemas, or pilfering anything her hand crossed. Her use of disguises became ever more elaborate, her skill at hiding in doorways more polished.

One evening, Ruth came home hot and morose. Zillah, lying on her bed pretending to do homework, watched surreptitiously but Ruth did nothing but sit cross-legged in front of her painting, staring at it. The room began to grow dim as the sunlight outside faded. Soon it was almost dark. Zillah had to reach out and flick on her bedside lamp to see her maths book.

Ruth shot her a scowling glance, then got up and went out. Zillah heard the front door slam. At once she followed. She watched from her mother's window as Ruth began to walk slowly, stumblingly, along the street, hands held out, eyes shut. Zillah had to wait some time before she dared slip out and follow. It was almost dark.

Suddenly, some way along the street, Ruth stopped, turning her face as if listening. Or smelling. Zillah shrank back into the shadows. She watched as Ruth turned and plunged into a gap between two old exhausted terrace houses. Her sister disappeared into darkness. Zillah hurried after.

In the gap was a narrow flight of old stone steps, hidden behind the thick trunk of a spreading frangipani tree. Ruth was climbing the steps, using her hands as if she were a small child. As Zillah followed her, she squashed fallen frangipani flowers under her feet. The sweet, heady smell filled the air.

The steps led to a road Zillah had never seen before, although she had lived in this suburb all her life. It was higher than all the houses around it, a cul-de-sac at the end of a steep, narrow street that climbed behind the untidy backyards of terraces. A high sandstone wall ran the width of the close. Beyond it was a house graced by a tall tower with a peaked roof, dark against the luminous sky. Trees crowded up against the wall, which was draped with some kind of vine. There was a wooden door in the wall.

Ruth had lifted away the falling vines and stood with her hands pressed against the door. She stood very still. Zillah waited in the shadows a long time, but nothing happened and so she shrugged and went home, nonplussed and frustrated, her curiosity sharper than ever.

The next morning when she woke, Ruth was crouched before her canvas. With quick, sure, swirling motions, she was painting an ornate black key in the open palm of the woman in white. Zillah could only stare and wonder.
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Ruth woke the next morning with the key pressed into the palm of her hand. For the first time in her life she felt like leaping out of bed, singing, laughing out loud. Instead she thrust the key into the pocket of her jeans and hurried out, for once not stopping to stare at her painting. Zillah watched through half-closed lids.

Ruth went swimming. Only submerged in the cool fizziness of the sea could she quell her joy, her excitement, her trepidation. She dove deep down, to where the sand slid away into fathomless dark. She stayed down so long her body hurt with its craving for oxygen. When at last she crawled on to the sand, her lungs heaved and her legs shook. Still the bright hours stretched before her.

At last it was dusk. With the key secreted in her hand, Ruth slipped past the guardian frangipani tree and up the sweet-scented steps. The smell reminded her of summer, of childhood. It made the pit of her stomach twist with dread. Fragments of memory came to her. She hurried away from them, up the narrow stony steps, to the hidden cul-de-sac with its vine-hung wall. There, behind the thick fig-laden vines, was the old wooden door with a keyhole whose dimensions she had measured carefully with her fingers. She slid the key from the palm of her hand into the keyhole and, holding her breath, turned it. The locks rolled and clicked. The door sprang free.

Golden light sprang out, silhouetting leaf and tendril. Within was a tangled garden, sweetbriar and bougainvillea and ferns. A fountain gently tinkled. A woman stood there, ghostly-white, her face shadowed by vines. Zillah saw her long, pale hand reach out and silently draw Ruth within. The door shut behind her.
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This time Zillah did not go home, bored. She prowled the cul-de-sac, pushing with all her strength against the door, trying to find some way to scale the wall, craning her neck to see more of the garden and house that lay within. All was hidden.

At last Zillah gave up and went back to bed. She woke much, much later at the sound of her sister's boots on the linoleum. It was almost dawn. She could see the look of joy and release on Ruth's face in the thin, grey light striking through the blinds. It made her angry.

Zillah waited until Ruth was asleep, her hand curled up under her cheek. Then Zillah slipped out of bed, and gently eased open her sister's hand, taking the key. Her sleeping sister was grubby and dishevelled. There were cobwebs in her hair.

Tiptoeing past the painting, Zillah felt the woman's eyes upon her. In a sudden blur of rage, she seized Ruth's painting knife and lashed again and again at the canvas. In seconds, the woman in white was reduced to dangling strips of paint-encrusted fabric. Zillah ran out of the room, the knife in one hand, the key in the other.

She stood for a moment in the hall, not sure which way to turn. If she opened the front door, she would wake her mother, she knew. So Zillah went quietly through the kitchen to the back door. One by one she unlocked the bolts. They were stiff. They had not been opened in a very long time. Outside a pure light was filling the sky, rickety fences and Hills hoists standing up stark and black. Their backyard was a stretch of rubble and weeds. There was a tin shed, its door sticky with cobwebs. Zillah used the knife to sweep them away, and found an old spade, its rusty metal still caked with ancient dirt. She chose a spot behind the shed, so no one could see where she had been digging, and drove the spade into the dry soil. She wanted to bury the key deep, deep, where no one would ever find it.

The spade struck something. Zillah bent, lifting the soil aside. Her heart suddenly slammed against her ribcage. There, gleaming whitely in the dimness, were the bones of a skeletal hand. Zillah stepped back, unable to breathe, black horror coursing through her. For a long while, she stood, staring, her hand pressed to her pounding heart. Then she gave one swift, surreptitious glance all around, bent, dropped the key down on the bones, and hurriedly shovelled soil back into the hole. She put the spade back in the shed, shut and locked and bolted the door behind her, and crept back into her own bed, where she lay, pretending to be asleep, her heart still hammering like she had been running a marathon.

There was black dirt under her fingernails.
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Ruth jerked out of sleep, her breath harsh in her throat, knowing the key was gone. She had felt its absence in her dream. Although she ran as fast as she could in the darkness, branches had groped for her, roots had tripped her, ivy had strangled her throat. She cried out but the door was shut and though she tore at the wood with her fingers, it would not open, the garden was lost, all was lost.
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Ruth stood staring at her ruined painting, looked down at her empty palm. Her mind refused to tell her what had happened. It was all so impossible. She went out into the early morning, magpies calling weirdly, kookaburras jeering. Past the frangipani, up the stone ladder, and so to the cul-de-sac. There was the wall, hung with vines and ivy, weeds sprouting from the cracks. Set in the wall was the massive old door. Vines grew right across it, garlanding the massive old keyhole, cobwebbed and rusting. It had not been opened in years.
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Man was going to walk on the moon in the next few hours and Jim was looking up at Simpson's huge, ugly mug, from where he stood, pinned against his locker door, trying not to notice the smell from Simpson's mouth.

Nothing had ever excited Jim so much as Apollo II, not since he'd found a copy of Amazing Stories magazine on his grandfather's toilet bookshelf, when he was five. Right now though, all Jim could think about was Simpson's hairy nostrils and what was going to happen to him after Simpson got through insulting him, his family, his friends, his ancestors and his choice of TV show.

Jim had enough troubles, with a grandfather who was a Communist and a sister studying politics at Monash University, who went to anti-Vietnam war rallies and ended up on the front page of the Sun newspaper. Grandad had been arrested at the rally on July 4, outside the US consulate in South Yarra, and had to go to the Prahran court today. He wondered if the court would have a TV, but suspected Grandad had other things to worry about. He might end up in jail. It might be a fine. Jim loved his grandfather and was privately proud of him and his sister, Jenny. But right now, he didn't need to be worrying about his family as well as the school bully.

‘You got me into trouble, Square-eyes!’ snarled Simpson. ‘I got detention because of you!’

‘You got detention because you were trying to punch me in PE. I got detention, too.’

‘I don't get detention! I play footy for the school.’ That was true. But Mr Halsom, the PE teacher, was fair. Usually. ‘Anyway, you stuffed up the footy game, daydreaming about Stupid Trek when you should've been catching the ball. It was your fault … Just watch it, Bernstein, or I'll use your head for a footy!’

‘The Simpsonians use their enemies’ heads,’ Spock explained, ‘to play a game not unlike Australian Rules football. Fortunately, they are not highly intelligent, but I would suggest we avoid any encounters while we are searching for dilithium on their world.’

Simpson stomped off, marching past Jim's friend Tony, who'd just arrived.

‘Why do you let him pick on you, Jim?’ Tony asked. ‘He's dumb.’

‘I like to stay in one piece. Come on, let's get to class. I heard Forms Three to Six might be allowed to go home for the moon landing. You could come to my place, we'll get some food on the way.’

‘Great! I'll get some lollies and chips from the milk bar. I took a whole pile of soft drink bottles there on Friday, so there's all that deposit money we can use.’

In English, Mr Baldie confirmed that they would be allowed to leave after period three, with no recess.

‘We were going to keep the Form One and Two students, but half the school hasn't turned up anyway, so we had a staff meeting this morning and everyone can go.’

There was a cheer from the fifteen students.

‘Of course, there will be some homework,’ he said firmly. ‘I'm going to expect a report from you about this, by Friday.’ There were loud groans. ‘Write it down, please. Or you can write a letter to one of the astronauts. I have a friend at NASA, who will deliver them, but I won't send anything that isn't written properly. When I'm happy with them, I'll see if I can get us the typing room to type them up, how's that?’

‘Ooh, I'm so excited!’ Simpson said sarcastically.

The morning was cold and cloudy, but Mr Halsom made the boys go out for football anyway, while the girls played netball.

‘Come on, hurry up! We've only got one period before you go home.’

As they went out on to the oval, shivering, Simpson loomed up behind Jim like a mugato, the huge horned white ape from an episode of Star Trek.

‘I gotta have you on my team again, Sir says, but if you stuff up this game, I'll get you!’

He thumped Jim's shoulder heavily as he passed. If he hadn't done that, Jim could almost have felt sorry for someone who was so useless at everything else that he got upset over a game in PE.

Somehow, he got through the game without dropping the ball more than a couple of times, mostly because the others didn't let it near him if they could avoid it. After the bell went, he hurried back to the gym to get changed and rushed back to the lockers for his school bag.

He and Tony walked together to the school gates.

‘Damn, I left my footy boots in the locker-room,’ Jim said suddenly. ‘Look, just go ahead, okay? Nobody's at home right now. Here's my keys. There's Neapolitan ice-cream in the fridge and a tin of condensed milk. And put the kettle on.’

‘Sure you don't want me to wait for you?’

‘No, I might have to get the key from Mr Halsom and then put the boots in my locker.’

Leaving Tony, Jim returned to the changing room, which turned out to be still open. His boots were on the bench. As he walked over to grab them, the door slammed shut behind him.

He heard Simpson's voice laughing outside. ‘Have fun, Bernstein. Pity you'll miss your stupid moon landing. Sir sent me back with his keys, to put some stuff away, so don't bother calling him. He's waiting by his car. The cleaner'll let you out later. Bye!’

Jim heard Simpson leave, talking about buying cigarettes with a friend, a boy called Terry Boyce, who seemed to think what Simpson had done was very funny.

Jim pushed at the sliding door into the gym, but it was locked. Even if it hadn't been, he supposed, the gym itself would be locked. He wasn't going to get out that way.

He couldn't just hang around till Mrs McLoughlin, the cleaner, came. Tony was waiting. The TV was waiting. After today, nobody would ever again be able to make fun of science fiction. He wasn't missing it.

The window was high up in the wall, but it was big enough – just – to get through. He'd never been much good at PE, mainly because he daydreamed when he was supposed to be vaulting or doing pushups. Now, he was going to have to be athletic.

He propped a bench up against the wall and climbed.

Captain Kirk scrambled up to the high window of the Simpsonian prison cell. The top of the bench allowed him to peer out into the moonlit courtyard. Empty. He could wriggle through, but it was a long drop to the hard ground. Scratched, bleeding, his uniform shirt torn, Kirk wriggled through the window …

‘Oof!’ Jim grunted as he landed head down in a pile of garden mulch. Staggering to his feet, he stared with dismay at his shirt, covered with canteen leftovers, and pulled potato peelings from his hair. He'd have a shower at home, but the uniform was wrecked, and he didn't have anything to change into.

The school gates were already locked and he had to scramble over the fence. With luck, he'd still make it on time, even if he had to wash before sitting down to watch with Tony.

He'd walk home by the canal. It was a short cut and nobody was likely to see him.

No such luck. Simpson was sitting on the bank by himself, smoking. Seeing Jim, he stood. Stepping into Jim's path, he tossed the butt into the rushing water.

‘Well, well, you got out! Pee-yew!’ He held his nose.

‘Get out of my way, Simpson.’

‘But you need a wash. Have one.’ Before Jim could react, Simpson had shoved him into the water. That was the last straw. Swimming to the edge, he reached out and yanked at Simpson's ankle. With a yelp, Simpson fell in. Jim climbed out, not only filthy but wet now. Great.

‘I can't swim!’ Simpson screamed. ‘Help!’

‘Oh, for – !’ How was he supposed to have known Simpson couldn't swim? He seemed to be able to do every other sport.

Jim scrambled back down to the bank.

But winter rains had made the canal very deep and fast. Simpson was swept away. There were two small boats just before the bridge. Simpson could grab one … couldn't he? Teeth gritted, Jim hurried along the bank, looking for a branch. He was a good swimmer, Mum had made him take lessons, but Simpson was floundering and he knew that he'd be more likely to pull both of them down than let himself be rescued. Not that he'd be grateful even if they did get out together.

Jim found a long branch and held it out to the struggling boy. Simpson grabbed it – and then yanked, trying to pull Jim in. ‘Fooled ya!’ he laughed.

Jim shoved. Simpson, not expecting it, was carried off, for real this time, cursing and swearing.

‘Get lost, Simpson!’ he yelled. He knew some worse words, but didn't say them. ‘I hope you can't get the oil off for days!’ But he waited till he saw Simpson catch hold of one of the boats and climb in, promising to ‘get’ him, before turning away and heading for home.

Tony's eyes widened as he let Jim in through the kitchen door. ‘What happened? No – don't tell me now. Go and wash. There's a phone message for you.’

Jim found a T-shirt, jeans and fresh underwear and showered. As he laced his clean shoes, Tony passed on Grandad's message. He'd forgotten his chequebook, which he needed to pay his fine. Could Jim get it for him and bring it along?

Jim wondered how long this would take. If he'd arrived home earlier, he could have taken it and been back by now. Resigned, he said, ‘Tony, I'm sorry. I don't think I'm going to make it back on time for the good bits.’

‘Just go. I'll stay here till your family gets home, might as well.’ Tony grinned. ‘Maybe they'll have a TV at the court house.’

‘Maybe.’

The tram to Prahran took a while to arrive, and he didn't have the right change for his ticket. The tram conductor rummaged in his bag, then chuckled.

‘Never mind, ride for free. Special day, isn't it? Pity we're missing it. I was in the city before, people are gathering around all the TVs in Myer's …’

In the end, it didn't take too long to get there, but he had to go from one clerk to another and find his way to where Grandad was waiting. In the offices, people clustered around small TV sets. He thought he saw the lunar lander on one screen, but nothing was happening and someone pushed him out of the way.

‘Jim! Thanks, mate!’ Grandad was sitting on a bench in the corridor. ‘Sorry you're missing the excitement. I know how badly you wanted to see it.’

‘No worries, Grandad. Family comes first.’ As he said it, he knew it was true.

Grandad put an arm around him. ‘You're a good kid, Jimmy boy. Want to go home now? I'll be okay.’

But Jim knew Grandad would be glad to have company.

‘I'll wait.’

Grandad smiled. They waited for two hours after that, before the fine was sorted out.

‘Turned into a nice evening,’ Grandad remarked as they walked to the tram stop. It was true; the clouds had cleared and there was a golden sunset. ‘We'll get out the telescope tonight, eh?’

‘Yeah, that'll be good.’

History had been made that day. It would've been nice to see it. But the thing about history was, it kept happening. And he'd made some history himself, standing up to Simpson. Whatever happened tomorrow, he could handle it, he knew he could – maybe better than Captain Kirk. He grinned at his grandfather as they got on the tram home.
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The gum grew tall and broad in the middle of a field of wheat. It was at least a hundred years old, ancient well before human settlement, when there had been no wheat and no farm, only bush, thick with gums. But now these were gone, felled to make way for crops, for sheds, for the farm house. For the property where the boy lived with his mother and father.

The boy did not like living there, although he preferred it to the months that he had spent aboard ship, coming over. If he had been given the choice – which he was not, being just fourteen years old – he would have stayed in London. He liked the city, but his father did not, nor his mother, so they had brought him here, against his will, to the infant colony of New South Wales.

‘You'll get used to it,’ his father said one morning as they ate cold mutton on the rough porch of their cabin. ‘Bit of sun will do you good. You already look better than that pasty-faced kid you were back in London. You and your books. I know that you're a quiet one, a scholar and all, but there's more to life than sitting by a fire, reading, let me tell you.’

And the father looked out over the bush that he had cleared, at the field of wheat that he had planted. And the mighty gum tree.

‘Your father is right,’ the boy's mother said, sipping tea from a blue enamel mug. ‘I know that you like the scholar's life, as your father says, and your books, and your own company, but you could do well here. You could make a go of it, like we have. When we're dead, remember, this land will be yours. You could clear more bush. Extend the farm. The orchard. The house. And raise a family. Start your own family tree in the colonies. A new beginning, like.’

And she looked out over the land, well satisfied, except for the gum tree, growing tall and broad in the very centre of the wheat field.

‘Why don't you get rid of that tree?’ she said to her husband. ‘It will be a nuisance in that field of wheat. Come harvest, you know.’

‘I will, woman,’ the father grunted, hating to be reminded of his many jobs about the farm. ‘I will, when I get the chance.’

‘But the birds,’ the boy said, ‘what will happen to the birds?’

His parents turned to look at him. This was a boy who rarely spoke. Who cared little about the farm, or the bush, or anything to do with their new lives in the colony.

‘Birds?’ his mother said. ‘What birds?’

‘They come every night, on dusk,’ the boy replied.

‘Eh?’ his father said.

‘I watch them from here,’ the boy went on. ‘I see them when I'm sitting here reading. Right on dusk.’

‘And what do they do, these birds?’ his father asked.

‘They come sweeping in from the west,’ the boy said. ‘Hundreds of them. They fly around and around. Around and around the big gum tree, right there, in the wheat field, until finally, they settle in it. The entire flock. To roost. Making the tree white all over. Like there's been snow.’

‘Snow?’ his mother repeated, thinking the boy mad. ‘Snow? Like in the old country?’

‘Yes,’ the boy said, ‘Snow.’ He felt like he had spoken an obscenity. ‘But quivering. Snow that quivers, when the birds’ wings shake. Or flutter.’ He could not think of the right words to describe this phenomenon.

His parents looked at each other, over his head.

‘What sort of birds are these?’ his mother said, frowning.

‘Cockatoos,’ the boy said. ‘White cockatoos. They have yellow feathers on their heads. Like cocks’ combs. So they are called sulphur-crested cockatoos. Or so my book says.’

‘Your book?’ the father croaked, incredulous. ‘Your book? Where did you get such a book?’

‘From a man who came by. A man who ran a travelling library. He was no tramp. No swaggie, as men who walk the roads are called in this country. He wore a good hat and coat. And his boots were well-heeled. I didn't think it any harm to borrow a book from him.’

‘What?’ his father said. ‘From a man in a hat and coat. And where were we then? Your mother and me?’

‘You were in the fields,’ the boy replied, feeling tears start. ‘But he was not just any man. I have told you that. I am not daft. He said he was a librarian. He said he ran a travelling library. So I took a ha'penny from the box in the dresser where you keep the small coins, Mother, and I paid it to him to borrow the book. For a week.’

Shocked, the mother said, ‘You gave a man – a stranger – a ha'penny to borrow a book? And you say that you're not daft?’

‘A book about birds of all things,’ his father huffed, then added, for good measure, ‘and cockatoos at that. Noisy, screaming things they are.’

‘Ah!’ the boy cried, brightening. ‘So you have seen them.’

‘Of course I've seen them,’ the father answered. ‘I've seen them strip a corn field of every kernel on every cob within an hour. Or even less. They swoop down in flocks, screaming, then fall silent while they gorge. They can destroy a man's farm in minutes. Take his whole crop. Like that!’ and he snapped his fingers, hard.

‘But you have not seen them here,’ the boy said. ‘Have you?’

There was a silence while the father thought. ‘No, I have not seen them here,’ he admitted. ‘And that's because I have better things to do at sundown. Better things to do than read a book. I have the horses to secure in the shed. Your mother has the hens to feed. It's only you who has the time to sit and read – to sit and watch birds – when we are working.’

‘But that will stop,’ said the mother. ‘As I say, this is a new land. And you need to make a new life. It is not the ha'penny that you stole to give to this library man that I care about. It is the fact that there's no time for books here. No time for watching birds. Neither at sun-up nor sundown. So there will be no more of it. Like it or not, your books will go. And that tree.’

‘And with it the birds,’ the father declared getting up. ‘I will do it as soon as I can,’ and he walked off towards the tool shed.

‘And don't you forget, neither,’ the woman yelled after him. ‘We don't want them cockatoos eating that field of wheat,’ and wiping her hands on her apron, she went into their cabin.

So the boy sat alone, wondering what he had done.

[image: Images]

At dusk, since his parents had not taken his book, nor stopped him from sitting on the porch to read, the boy looked towards the west, waiting for the cockatoos. And presently, they came. Just one or two, at first, then dozens, then hundreds. Around and around the tree they circled. Around and around.

Go away, thought the boy. For your own good, go away.

But the birds were not about to go away. They had been returning to this tree – night after night – for a hundred years before the boy arrived. Nor did they care for the boy's parents’ field of wheat. They had found plenty to eat in the bush before the colonists came. It was the tree they returned for. Tall and broad, its branches were their home, the hollows in its trunk their nesting places. The homes of their offspring. For like the colonists – the human intruders they chose to ignore – the cockatoos had futures, too.

Not that the colonists cared.

‘Fly away!’ cried the boy, throwing his book aside and running into the field. ‘Fly away!’

But the cockatoos ignored him, too. Why should they be worried about what some human child told them?

When the boy reached the tree, and stood beneath it – a thing that he had never done before – he looked up at the chattering birds. They were truly beautiful. Their feathers so white. Their crests so yellow. Their grey beaks stripping and tearing at the bark, the cracking and clacking as they kissed and canoodled, so powerful yet so gentle. And their great black eyes, all hooded and wrinkled, so ancient, so wise.

So the boy's lonely heart went out to them.

And so he loved them.

And so he left them in peace.

But not his mother, who was determined not to forget.
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The following afternoon, as the sun began to dip towards the west, the mother appeared in the yard, her hands cupped to her chapped lips, calling, ‘Hey! Hey! Where are you? You said you would cut that tree down!’

From the shed the man's voice answered, ‘I know. I know. Give me a chance here.’ And within minutes, to the boy's horror, he appeared with a farm hand – a yokel with little brain – bearing a cross-cut saw between them. ‘Have some faith in your husband, woman. I said that I'd do it and I will. I didn't forget.’

As he spoke, the first of the cockatoos appeared, lazily circling the gum in the wheat field.

‘There they are now,’ the woman yelled at her husband. ‘See? Go on now and get it done.’

So the husband and the yokel went into the field and taking off their shirts, began to saw.

But still the birds returned. Circling and circling, a great flock of them. Returning home.
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The gum was very old, its branches wide, its trunk thick as a man's body. It was not easy to fell. But the men worked at it, sawing backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards, their sweat mingling with the fallen twigs, the fallen bark, the fallen flowers, until at last, the tree cried out. Until at last, the tree groaned in agony, in the slow creeping pain of death, and began to shudder, then sway, then with a sigh that rent the sky, that shook the earth, it fell slowly into the field, its mighty limbs crashing beneath it.

Until, in death, it lay silent and still.

But the birds were neither.

Not the circling cockatoos.

Around and around they flew, crying out in confusion. Screaming in anger. Their tree was gone. Their home.

Hour after hour they cried. Hour after hour they circled. Not that the man watched. Not that his wife cared. They paid the yokel for his good work and went into the darkening cabin to eat mutton.

But seated outside, on the porch, the boy both saw and heard. Because the night was moon-lit and the cockatoos white, he saw them circling the empty space where their tree had stood a hundred long years. More than a hundred years. Worse, he saw the birds fall from the sky in exhaustion. He saw their silver bodies plummet to the ground, worn out with searching. Worn out with returning to what could never be. To a place no longer there. To a time lost forever.

So the next day, when the travelling library man came to collect his book, the boy went with him.

Like the cockatoos, he would never return.
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Illustrated by Mitch Vane

Sir Donald BADMAN is one of Australia's baddest men. As a boy he didn't eat vegetables, he licked his plate, he ran across the road without looking, he played with matches in his bed, he put his finger into electrical sockets and he threw carrots at his grandmother … he played on the roof and licked knives and got drunk and stole an ice-cream van and with the music blaring he drove it at high speeds and didn't even stop to sell ice-creams … he never had showers, threw soap into the rubbish bin, never brushed his teeth, never wiped his bottom, never flushed the toilet, argued with policemen, talked with his mouth full, shaved his dog and painted it pink, broke windows, swung on clotheslines, broke the heads off his sister's dolls, made prank phone calls, stole a skywriting plane and wrote rude words across the sky, laughed during funerals, painted the television screen black, flew kites in lightning storms, swung back and forwards on his chair at the dinner table, flicked peas at his mother, didn't know the words to the national anthem and instead of singing ‘Australians all let us rejoice, because we are young and free,’ sang, ‘Australians all let us relieve ourselves, because we are full of wee … our bladders full, our legs are crossed, we badly need to pee …’ he never said his pleases or thank yous and always pushed to the front of any queue, ran around with scissors, always cut towards himself with big knives and didn't listen to the safety instructions on airplanes. He was a bad boy and he grew up to be a very bad man – the baddest man Australia has ever known.
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The kitchen is small, the chequered lino on the floor is worn and the chairs don't match. An old fridge chugs away in the corner. The window is open but there is no breeze.

Daryl and Sharon are sitting at the kitchen table, eating cornflakes.

‘Did you check out the size of her suitcase?’ says Daryl to his twin sister.

‘I sure did. How long do you reckon she's staying this time?’ says Sharon.

‘Too long,’ says Daryl.

‘That's for sure,’ says Sharon, just as the subject of their conversation, Aunt Bette, enters the room.

She's wearing a light-blue dressing gown and fluffy slippers. In her right hand she carries a red plastic fly swatter.

‘Deary me, this heat really is intolerable,’ she says, fanning her face with the fly swatter. ‘It really is.’

Daryl looks up from his cornflakes and over at Sharon. She raises her eyebrows slightly. As Aunt Bette fills the kettle with water and puts it on the stove the twins’ mother enters the room.

‘Morning, all,’ she says.

‘Morning, Gwen,’ says Aunt Bette. ‘This heat!’ She fans herself more vigorously with the fly swatter. ‘I really don't know how you tolerate it here.’

‘We're all used to it, I suppose,’ says Gwen, smiling at the twins.

‘Now that Graham is with the Lord,’ starts Aunt Bette.

The children immediately look up. It's been more than two years since their father disappeared, his fishing boat overturned in a storm. The body was never found but everybody assumes he was drowned. Everybody that is, except the twins.

Aunt Bette continues.

‘I don't know why you stay on here. You'd be better off moving back to the city, Gwen. Better for the children, too. Heaven knows what sort of education they're getting in this place.’

‘I don't think the city life's for us,’ says Gwen. ‘Besides we couldn't afford to live there. This place may not be much but at least it's ours.’

By this time Daryl is standing at the sink, squirting detergent onto his plate. He swirls it around with a sponge and rinses it under the tap.

‘I don't think that's adequate, do you, Daryl?’ says Aunt Bette.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you really think that dish is clean?’ she says, shaking her head, double-clicking her tongue.

‘It's what I always do,’ says Daryl, looking over at his mother for support.

It is the kettle, though, that saves him. Its whistling distracts Aunt Bette and Daryl is able to escape.

‘Gotta go, meeting Ben down the jetty, going snorkelling,’ he says as he pushes the screen door open. As he does a fly enters the room, its soft buzz barely audible.

Aunt Bette spins around.

‘Is that a fly?’ she demands.

She slowly surveys the room, her eyes travelling up and down the walls.

‘There it is,’ she says softly, as if the fly might be alarmed by anything louder than a whisper.

She takes a step forward and brings the fly swatter back over her shoulder. Aunt Bette was a formidable tennis player in her day and it shows.

Thwack!

‘Gotcha!’ she says, as the fly drops to the floor.

Taking the broom she sweeps its corpse along the floor, opening the door and flicking it outside.

‘Filthy blighter,’ she says.

She looks at her watch.

‘Deary me, almost that time of the day,’ she says. ‘I'd better get a wriggle on.’

She fills the teapot with the hot water from the kettle.

‘Come out and join me today,’ she says to Gwen. ‘John's talking about land rights today. And I reckon that's something you should concern yourself with. The Abos around here seem to be getting full of themselves, lately.’

When she says this she looks straight at Sharon. Sharon knows why, too. It's because Lizzy, her best friend, is one of those ‘Abos’.

‘They're Aborigines, not Abos,’ Sharon wants to say, but she remembers what her mum said before Aunt Bette had arrived.

‘Please kids, no arguments. I know she's not very easy but she is your father's sister.’

‘I'd love to,’ says Gwen. ‘I really would but I've got a pile of washing to do.’

Sharon smiles – her mother is such a bad fibber. There's hardly any washing to be done.

On a tray she takes from the cupboard, Aunt Bette puts her portable radio, the pot of tea, an empty cup and saucer, a jug of milk, a bowl of sugar, a teaspoon, a packet of Ginger Snap biscuits and the fly swatter. Taking the tray outside she positions a cane chair in the shade of the rainwater tank, amongst the pink and white geraniums potted in old Milo tins. Then she turns the radio on.

The theme music starts.

‘On fifty-eight stations right around Australia,’ says the announcer. ‘This is the show that everybody's talking about.’

Aunt Bette pours her first cup of tea, stirs in two sugars, takes a Ginger Snap in one hand and the fly swatter in the other.

More music and then comes John's voice, smooth and deep.

‘Morning, listeners,’ he says.

Aunt Bette relaxes, smiling to herself.

‘Morning, John,’ she says, automatically.

‘Today,’ he says, ‘I want your opinions on the land rights debate. Is the Aboriginal industry taking this country for a ride or do these people have a legitimate claim on these lands?’

For the rest of the morning Aunt Bette sits there sipping tea, nibbling biscuits, dispatching any flies that dare invade her territory, listening to the John Jones show, not missing a word.

Late afternoon, and the sun has begun to cool itself in the sea. The clouds swirling above the horizon are shot through with red and purple and the cicadas have just started chirping.

As Daryl walks up the drive, whistling, carrying his snorkelling gear, he can hear the sound of a tennis ball thumping against the side of the house followed by the words, ‘I hate her guts’.

‘What are you doing, trying to knock the air out off the thing?’ he says when he sees his sister, determined look on her face, tennis racquet in her hand.

Sharon turns around, but doesn't reply to her brother.

‘What did Aunt Bette do?’ asks Daryl.

‘How did you know it was her?’ Sharon asks.

Daryl smiles – it has to be her.

‘She said something to Lizzy today.’

‘What?’

‘I'm not sure what it was. I was in my bedroom getting some stuff and Lizzy was waiting in the kitchen. And when I came out both of them were in there and Lizzy was almost crying. She was really upset. I could tell. But when I asked her, she said it was nothing. But then she said she just remembered she had to go home. And we were going to spend the whole day together. I hate her guts. I really do.’

Daryl has never seen his sister so worked up. She is always so calm. Like their mum says – she's got her father's temperament.

Sharon tosses the ball up and hits it with all her might. The ball pings against the wall, flies back over her head, over the wooden fence, and into the neighbour's yard.

‘What are youse kids trying to do?’ comes a joking voice from the other side. ‘Knock some sense into this old head of mine?’

‘Sorry, Darcy,’ says Sharon.

The ball comes looping back over the fence.

Sharon catches it easily, in one hand.

‘What ya up to, Darcy?’ yells Daryl.

‘Just bottlin’ up some gents,’ comes the reply. ‘You wanna come over? Have a yack?’

‘Sure,’ says Daryl.

‘You coming?’ he says to his sister.

‘Yeah, why not,’ she says.

Darcy is a little bloke, jockey size. He's sitting on an upturned fishing crate, a newspaper spread across his lap, a pile of squirming maggots in the middle. Darcy has a feather in one hand and is using it to flick the maggots, one at a time, into an empty Vegemite jar.

‘Forty-nine, fifty,’ he says.

He fills the jar with bran, and screws on the lid.

Darcy breeds maggots, except he never calls them that. He uses the polite term – gents. Gents are Darcy's passion. According to him there's no better fishing bait. He sells them to the campers – fifty for a dollar. They're famous, Darcy's gents – guaranteed to catch a feed of fish, or money back.

‘Gidday,’ says Darcy. ‘Pull up a pew.’

Sharon and Daryl each take a fishing crate and sit down as Darcy picks up an empty jar.

‘Seen you got a visitor over there. I heard the radio blaring all morning. That's your dad's sister, ain't it? I did meet her last time she was over but I forget her name. Bloody memory's shot.’

‘Bette,’ says Daryl.

‘That's right,’ says Darcy. ‘Bette.’

Darcy looks over at Sharon who is picking at her fingernails.

‘What's wrong with you tonight, Princess?’ says Darcy. ‘Not your usual cheery self.’

‘It's nothing,’ says Sharon.

‘It's Aunt Bette,’ says Daryl.

Daryl tells Darcy the whole story. At the end Darcy shakes his head.

‘Is that right?’ he says. ‘Is that right?’

He takes his feather and starts sweeping the gents into the jar.

‘Don't worry, Princess,’ says Darcy. ‘She'll eat humble pie one day. Mark me words. She'll eat humble pie one day.’

‘What's humble pie?’ Daryl is about to ask when a voice comes from the other side of the fence.

‘Daryl, Sharon, are you over there?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘It's dinner time. Come on.’

‘We're coming.’

‘See ya ‘round, Darcy.’

‘Like a rissole,’ says Darcy, which is what he always says.

‘Mum,’ says Daryl during dinner. ‘What sort of pie is humble pie.’

‘It's not a real pie. It's a figure of speech,’ says Aunt Bette.

‘What does it mean?’

‘Well, when somebody eats humble pie it means they get their comeuppance.’

‘You mean they get what they truly deserve?’ asks Sharon, the first time she's spoken during dinner.

‘Yes, I suppose you could say that,’ says Aunt Bette.

‘Thanks, Auntie,’ says Sharon sweetly.

Daryl looks over at his sister. There's a strange look on her face. Little sparks are jumping about in her eyes.

‘You've got to help me,’ she says to Daryl the next day.

‘Help you with what?’

‘Help me make a humble pie.’

‘You heard Aunt Bette, it's not a real pie.’

‘Yes, it is.’

Then she explains it to him, her recipe for humble pie.

‘But what about Mum?’ asks Daryl.

‘She's not allowed to eat sweets. You know that.’

‘What about us?’

‘Just pretend, you don't have to actually swallow it.’

‘I dunno,’ says Daryl.

‘Come on. Please,’ says Sharon. ‘You hate her as much as I do.’

‘I dunno.’

‘Think of what she did to Lizzy. It could be Clem or Wayne, one of your Nunga friends.’

Daryl thinks about this for a while.

‘All right. But it was your idea, okay?’

When Daryl gets home Sharon is in the kitchen. She's wearing a white apron, edged in lace. The table is dusted in flour and there is a fat ball of pastry in the middle.

‘Did you get them?’ she says.

Daryl puts the jar on the table.

‘Perfect,’ says Sharon. ‘What did you tell Darcy?’

‘That you were making humble pie, what do you think? I told him we were going fishing for whiting tonight.’

‘Perfect.’

‘You're not really going to cook them in the pie are you?’ says Daryl.

He was having second thoughts about his sister's humble pie.

‘No,’ she says. ‘I'm not going to do that.’

Thank God for that, thinks Daryl. She's changed her mind.

‘They'll die if I cook them. I'm going to add them later. I want them still squirming.’

Sharon takes the rolling pin and starts to roll out the pastry.

‘You keep guard for me. Make sure she doesn't come in.’

‘She's out there listening to what's-his-name. She won't budge. You know that. Besides I've got some stuff to do.’

When Daryl returns the pie is sitting in the middle of the table. The crust is golden and buttery. The smell, rich and delicious, fills the kitchen and wafts through the open window.

He watches as Sharon carefully slices the pie's top off with a large knife.

She scoops some of the apple out with a spoon. Then she takes the jar, unscrews the lid, and shakes the contents into the hollow she's created. She gently smooths the writhing maggots over with a knife and carefully puts the top back on.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,’ she says. ‘Humble pie.’

Just then the door opens. It's Aunt Bette. Still in her blue dressing gown and fluffy slippers.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ she says, moving closer, until her nose almost touches the pie. ‘I could smell it from outside.’

‘It is,’ says Sharon. ‘It's an apple pie. I just made it.’

‘Deary me, I hope it's not for some stupid CWA stall or another,’ says Aunt Bette.

‘No, Auntie,’ says Sharon. ‘It's for dinner tonight and I made it especially for you.’

‘Aren't you a darling,’ says Aunt Bette, clasping her hands in front of her. ‘I can't wait.’

Dinner time. The four of them are sitting around the table. The smell of apple pie still lingers in the kitchen.

‘Another roast potato, Bette?’ says Gwen.

‘Not for me, Gwen. I'm leaving plenty of room for that apple pie.’

She smiles at Sharon.

‘I might as well serve it now,’ says Sharon, getting up from the table.

‘John was talking about it again today,’ says Aunt Bette.

‘What's that, Bette?’ says Gwen.

‘Land rights.’

Sharon cuts a hefty portion of pie and slides it onto a plate.

‘Cream, Auntie?’ she says.

‘Just a little, dear.’

Sharon spoons a huge dollop on top of the pie and puts the plate in front of her aunt.

‘Thank you, Sharon,’ says Aunt Bette. ‘That looks just lovely. Aren't you going to have some, Gwen?’

‘No, not me, Bette. Doctor won't allow me.’

‘Anyway as I was saying, Gwen,’ she says. ‘You better be careful.’

She sticks her spoon into the pie.

Daryl watches. Surely she'll notice, he thinks.

But Aunt Bette is really getting worked up about land rights.

‘Because it wouldn't surprise me if they put a claim on this very house,’ she says, the loaded spoon hovering in midair.

Then it disappears into her mouth. When it comes out, it's empty.

‘Lovely,’ says Aunt Bette.

‘Excuse me, I don't feel too good,’ says Daryl, the bile rising in his throat.

He goes to the bathroom and rinses his mouth out with water. When he returns, his aunt's plate is empty, scraped clean, and Aunt Bette and Sharon are beaming at each other.

‘Lovely pie, Sharon,’ says Aunt Bette. ‘I don't often have seconds. You must give me the recipe.’

‘I will,’ says Sharon.

Next day is Sunday. And again it's hot. Aunt Bette is late for breakfast.

‘D'ya reckon she's okay?’ Daryl asks Sharon. Sharon smirks.

‘It's not funny. Maybe we killed her or something.’

But as he says this Aunt Bette enters the kitchen. She's dressed for church – a lacy hat, her best dress, high heels and white gloves.

‘This heat,’ she says, ‘really is intolerable.’

They walk to church. It's an old bluestone building, on the other side of town. Outside, farmers squat on the ground, chewing blades of grass, discussing the drought.

The collection plate is passed around. Sharon puts in a coin, then Daryl. He passes the plate to Aunt Bette. She drops in a coin and then gives the plate a decent rattle. But Daryl knows it's only five cents; he saw her take it from her purse earlier.

‘Please turn your hymn books to number sixty-seven,’ says the minister.

Aunt Bette is an enthusiastic singer, she always sings loudly. But number 67 is one of her favourite hymns, and she always turns the volume up to ten, giving it the full operatic treatment.

The congregation stands.

The organist, Mrs Ashburner, starts playing – ‘Plink, plonk, plink.’

‘The Loooord,’ sings Aunt Bette, her voice filling the church.

Then there comes another noise. A weird noise. A choking sound, but not harsh, a soft fluttering choking sound. Everybody stops singing. Mrs Ashburner stops playing, twisting around in her seat.

Everybody is looking at Aunt Bette.

Her hands are out in front of her, palms up. Her chin is tilted forward and her mouth is open wide, the pink lipstick forming a perfect ‘O’.

The choking noise stops.

And then, out of Aunt Bette's mouth, they come – one, two, three, four, five, six, seven of them. Big ones, blowies, they come buzzing out of Aunt Bette's mouth and into the vestibule.

Mrs Ashburner faints, toppling off her stool.

The priest crosses himself.

And the blowies keep buzzing.

The next bus to Adelaide leaves at 5:25 that afternoon. The twins watch as Aunt Bette, wearing dark sunglasses, lugs her suitcase aboard.

‘Oh, Auntie,’ says Sharon.

‘What?’ says Aunt Bette.

She turns around, annoyed at being stopped.

‘You wanted that recipe.’

‘What recipe?’ she snaps.

‘For the humb … I mean apple pie,’ says Sharon.

‘Look, I'll get it next time I visit,’ she says.

But deary me, she never did.





Inert Earth

David Metzenthen
Illustrated by David Miller
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skeletal trees play a waiting game
with a silent partner

scores well-kept in tightening rings
and in the rattle of bones

one set of rules above ground
another set down below

clouds are dealt
and thunder rolls like dice

armoured crows play overseer
then slowly flap away

loyalty and liquidity
evaporate day by day





The Country School

Steven Herrick
Illustrated by Mitch Vane

On the other side of the school back fence
there is a paddock full of overgrown lush green grass
and there are cows, big brown cows with white
markings
who wander around and bellow
and sleep sometimes in the thick grass
with just their ears poking up.

On the far side is a creek
surrounded by willow trees
with their branches weeping low,
brushing gently along the surface
of the bubbling stream.

And sometimes when the sun is high
and you look really close you can see
little silver fish darting around.

On the banks of the creek
someone has tied a rope to one of the trees
and if you had the courage
you could grab this rope and swing yourself
far out above the water
and if you wanted
on a hot sunny day
if you were wearing your swimmers
you could drop into the bracing flow of the clear water
and swim, laughing and giggling, all the way to the
bank
watched only by the cows
and the glorious sunshine.
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And when you were dry and dressed,
back in your school uniform
and sneaking across the paddock
hiding in the long lush grass,
just before climbing the fence back to school
before the lunch bell went
you could see on this side of the fence
on the creek side of the fence
someone has written the word ‘paradise’
where no one can see it but you.

In the last few seconds before you return to school.





Smarty
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Doug MacLeod
Illustrated by Louise Prout

I'd lost my bag, my favourite bag,
The one that wouldn't close
With all my cards and comic books
(I hated losing those).

And so I went to Lost and Found –
The teacher there was new.
He had a friendly face from which
Enormous whiskers grew.

‘You've lost some property?’ he said.
‘Come rummage through my drawers,
But cross your heart you'll only take
The items that are yours.’

The place was full of odds and ends
Too numerous to mention
But something in the bottom drawer
Attracted my attention.

A tiny book of brightest green
With purple on the spine.
I stuffed it in my pocket
Though I knew it wasn't mine.

‘You're certain that belongs to you?’
The bearded teacher said.
‘Of course it does,’ I lied to him,
And guiltily I fled.

The book was but a memory
That evening after sport
When Dad and Mum read out to me
My awful school report.

‘He's very bad at English
And he's even worse at art
He slipped up in the science lab
And blew the place apart.

‘He doesn't know where China is
Or Scotland or Brazil
He can't recall a single fact,
We doubt he ever will.

‘We've tried to teach him everything
And now, we tell you true –
Your darling boy's an idiot,
There's nothing we can do.’

My parents weren't at all impressed,
They eyed me with disdain.
‘Go straight up to your bedroom, son
And try to grow a brain.’

Well, I was lying on my bed,
My spirits extra low,
When, deep inside my denim jeans
That book began to glow.

I held it out before me
It was luminescent green,
With pages full of diagrams
Where writing once had been.

And then I swear I heard a voice
Mysterious and small,
‘I'll grant you any wish,’ it said,
‘Most any wish at all.’

Though startled by the talking book
I answered, ‘Since you ask
There's something you could do for me,
A rather special task.

‘If I believed in magic
(And I don't, for what it's worth)
I'd wish to be the smartest kid
That ever walked the Earth.’

‘The deed is done,’ the book replied.
‘Now get yourself some rest.’
(I figured I was dreaming –
It's the thing I do the best.)

At six o'clock next morning
I awoke to hear my dad
Performing in the shower
In that booming voice he had.

And there he stood – not naked
As the water pummelled down –
For he was in his business suit
And shoes of chocolate brown.

It didn't seem to bother him,
His face was free of troubles.
He sang like Elvis Presley
As his briefcase filled with bubbles.
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My mother in the living room
Had other things to do.
She sat there sticking pickles
To her petticoat with glue.

I asked them what was going on.
They simply ‘ummed’ and ‘erred’.
I tuned my pocket radio
And this is what I heard:

‘We now present the headlines
For the forty-tenth of May.
A hundred million citizens
Forgot their names today.

‘New Zealanders have gone on strike
Demanding lower wages.
The keepers of the Melbourne zoo
Have opened all the cages.

‘The whole Australian cricket team
Is hiding in a tree
The House of Representatives
Has jumped into the sea.

‘And that concludes our bulletin
The weather should be fine
And if you find some marbles
I'm prepared to bet they're mine.’

I realised, as my mother filled
Her shoes with lemonade,
The book had made it all come true –
That stupid wish I'd made.

The evidence was everywhere.
It seemed that I'd become
The smartest kid in all the world,
For all the world was dumb.

At school, the students everywhere
Were brainless and subdued,
Our teacher turned up late for class
Completely in the nude.

She cartwheeled all around the room
As naked as could be,
‘Now make a note of this,’ she said,
‘That one plus one is three.

‘A triangle has seven sides
An octopus has four
A wombat is a type of fish
That sells from door to door.

‘And cheese is made from parrot beaks
And bread is made from dirt
And if you need to blow your nose
Then do so on your shirt.’

The students smiled moronically
And wrote down every word.
I told them to snap out of it,
But sadly, no one heard.

With book in hand I hurried off
To find the bearded man,
I thought, ‘If he can't help me then
There's nobody who can.’

And there he sat in Lost and Found –
As far as I could tell
Completely unaffected
By the dreaded stupid spell.

He looked at me. ‘What's wrong my child?’
I said, ‘I'm worried sick.
I took this book, and now I've made
The world completely thick.

‘This book does not belong to me.’
The man said, ‘Yes, I know.
It's mine, you thieving little brat,
I bought it years ago.

‘But since you're such a simple boy
I must forgive your crime.
The book will give you one more wish
But get it right this time.’

Those words so kind and gentle
Were the final ones he spoke.
He vanished right before me
In a puff of purple smoke.

And what would be my final wish?
I took the book and swore
With all my heart I wanted things
The way they'd been before.

The spell was spun, the book was gone,
The world was smart as ever.
The leaders and the teachers
And the parents all were clever.

While I went back to being me,
Not wonderful or wise.
The sort of kid that isn't smart
No matter how he tries.

And when my teacher scolded,
‘You're an idiot, my son.’
Her insults didn't bother me
The way they once had done.

I simply shrugged my shoulders
And ignored her comments crude
And thought of how I'd seen her
Doing cartwheels in the nude.





Tom in the Storm

James Roy

he's standing at the door
wrinkle-fingered wet
his t-shirt transparent
hair like shadows of icicles
dark on his forehead

he smiles hopefully damply.

Can I come in?

not waiting to be asked
just wanting to be asked

to drink our chocolate

use our phone

hunch at our fire

smile around at the circle

of family

my family

curious
amused
irritatingly speechless
like he's an alien
just landed
just crashed his spaceship
in our back yard

Who was that? our father asks
when he's gone
picked up by a faceless parent
driving a faint horn between pearly headlights
That? That was Tom, I say
proudly.





Two Tribes

Sherryl Clark

Which two? Can you
name them, tell me
who they are?
Do they live together,
or are they at
each other's throats?
This world, so bent on
assimilation, so vocal
about fitting in,
wants one tribe,
one way of living.
Drums beat, words spin,
you climb into an aeroplane
and flash across
a web of countries,
flying over people
you never see.
Try this – live with
the other tribe
without knowing their language,
their customs, their version
of courtesy.
See how well they treat you.
See how well
you treat them.





Leaving Home

Sherryl Clark

It's still dark and the birds
in the gum trees out front
cheep sleepily as I pass

my backpack holds
sandwiches, water and jacket
chocolate and socks

I'm ready for running away
note on the kitchen table
bedroom door closed

the day grows light
the road winds up the hill
I've got a long way to travel

when I've found my place
in a world that wants me
I'll return. I'll be a boy

who's learned who he is,
a boy who's found love,
a boy who's become real.





My American Underpants

Janet Findlay
Illustrated by Louise Prout

My American Underpants
Were made in San Diego
They have a naval base there
And I guess some people
Like to keep their navels and their bases
Covered.

My American Underpants
Are louder than
My Aussie daks
Or my British boxers
Or even my Russian baggies.
And somehow, when I opened my luggage in

Brisbane …

They'd made it to the top of the pile!
(Maybe it was something to do with … customs.)

My American Underpants
Are confident
They're sassy
They're even bossy.
And they don't like to get tossed around.
I've noticed they get very agitated
In the washing machine and
The first time I hung them out on the line
They looked too bright in the Queensland sun.
I heard them complaining to the next-door knickers
That they are far too ‘high tech’ to hang
On a Hills hoist. For they can simply
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Of course, My American Underpants are talkative
And charming. They can talk the pants off
Well – me for one.
And they've even taken over my drawers!
(My other undies …
… hardly get a look in these days.
They're getting a bit slack too now.
Sometimes they've been known to fall off the job.
And all because they've been DAZZLED
By my snappy American Underpants
Who run a tight ship down-under – Yes Sir!)
One time though
They thought they were being bugged
When I had ants in my pants.
They can be a bit touchy you see
And too big for their boots.
Sometimes they think the SUN
Shines out of their red, white and blue
Bottoms.

I don't like My American Underpants then.

Sometimes they plot
To cover ALL BASES and possibly
ALL NAVELS all over the world!

They ride high at these times.
That makes me uncomfortable.
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Can I really relax with them?
Odds are, they'll desert me one day
And leave me without a leg to stand in.
There'll be friction. There'll be stress.
They'll get frayed at the edges,
Leave me without a shred of … human decency!
But I mustn't get too worked up. (They don't.)
Life's too brief to get down
About upwardly mobile, upstart American shorts …

And their BIG, BOLD, BRIGHT designs …

But just to be sure
Yesterday I shrunk My American Underpants
They got what was coming to them
They ended up in hot water
And it cut them down to size.

Of course, they protested.
Something about the TWENTIETH amendment
To their constitution … the right to be SUPER-SIZED!

So … ‘It was fun while it lasted!’ I said
To My American Underpants
And I put them firmly in their place.

Back in the bottom drawer.
After all, they may be talkative
Charming and empowered
But when you get down to the nitty gritty
They are just a pair of undies.

And because I'm in charge now
Because I've crawled out from underneath,
I'll let them have the last word.

WHAT A BUMMER!





Nothing is Going

Michael Wagner

Squinting up at the sky
Through the driver's window
Sun blinding one eye

A puffing red face
Worrying the traffic
Working out how to go faster than that

How to change instincts from anchor to keel
How to tack
How to land on both wheels

And nothing in this grown-up world is moving
Nothing is going
No thing

Except him
He's going
To remember all the feelings





The Problem With Self-help

Michael Wagner

I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person I am a good person am I a good person





Annabelle in the Airwaves

Sofie Laguna
Illustrated by Mitch Vane
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Thank you Annabelle
Golden pup
For all those gifts of rolled-up socks
On the doorstep
Yellow dog
Milk-eyed
Retriever
Thank you
For surviving
Mum's repeated
Slit-eye beatings
Punishment
For pissing on floors
Tearing apart
That pale
Too precious garden

Four of us children
And a savage divorce
You carried
On your squat waddling back
Like the Pal-eating princess
You always were
Trusted
When all else was lions and fire

It was me
Who found
Your greying body
Wheezing
Cancer-eyed
In the uncut grass
Behind the house
I am so sorry for your abandonment
But I too
Went hungry

Angel dog
I commune with you still
In the car, late at night, tear-faced
I imagine you're somewhere in the airwaves
Watching me
As carefully
As you did the night
When nobody came home
We turned on every light in the house
And sat
By the front door
Waiting
Together.





How to Go Fishing

(for Alasdair)

Catherine Bateson

You must be thirteen again, a speckling of
blackheads across your nose.

You must be awkwardly angular
with a belly as soft as a trout's.

You must talk river, bone
and star.

You must be silent about love
and all deep places.

You must follow your shadow
humming no recognisable song.

You must be prepared
for nothing.

You must always be able to swing home
empty-handed but for the sun under your
fingernails.





The Whippet Blues

Catherine Bateson
Illustrated by Mitch Vane
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I've got the whippset rib cage blues,
sick of being skinny
with only chicken necks to eat
and tired of running fast.
I've got the whippet blues.

I want to be a whoppet
with a fob watch and a paunch.
I want to be a whoppet
eating Maccas with the lot.
I've got the whippet blues
oh yeah, the whippet rib cage blues.
I'm sick of chasing rabbits
tired of wallabies
I hate those chicken necks
and shiverin’ in the breeze.
I've got the whippet blues
oh yeah, the whippet rib cage blues.

I want to be a snippet
(that's just a little whippet
smaller than a packet of tea)
I'd be tucked into a jacket
spoilt just like a shitty zhu
(and live in ritzy Toorak, too,
with a man who drives a BMW)
oh man, I've got those whippet blues.
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I'm sick of chasing rabbits
tired of wallabies
I hate those chicken necks
and shiverin’ in the breeze.
I've got the whippet blues
oh yeah, the whippet rib cage blues.

I want to be a hippet, wear a blue bandana
all the way down Brunswick Street.
Want to sit outside a fake cantina
watch the Fitzroy staffies work the beat.
I want to sip a pupocino, argue Foucault
wear some day-glo, be an urban hero.

[image: Images]

I've got the whippet blues,
the skinny rib cage, chicken neck blues.
I'm so sick of chasing rabbits
tired of those wallabies
I hate the doggone chicken necks
and shiverin’ in the breeze.
I've got the whippet blues.
oh yeah mama,
got those skinny whippet blues.
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Farewell Song

Meme McDonald

Old man
may there be a gentle rest
for you tonight

The moon is dark
the stars hard pressed
to keep alight
on this dead night
and warrior sun
he's slow to rise
cos things aren't right
old man
there's things not right
no they just aren't right
on the land tonight

Old man
may there be a gentle sleep
for you tonight

Children die young
with no way home
as troops march in
on this dead night
a wild wind blows
reckless with might
cos things aren't right
old man
there's things not right
no they just aren't right
on the land tonight

Old man
may there be a gentle grave
for you tonight

Stories are sold
for tricks and treats
secrets spoken
on this dead night
the curlew call
he wakes in fright
cos things aren't right
old man
there's things not right
no they just aren't right
on the land tonight

Old man
may there be a gentle song
for you tonight

Tupa the Snake
shifts in his skin
beneath dry earth
on this dead night
the evening star
she chases a moon
old man
to cradle your soul
till things come right
on the land tonight

Old man
may the spirits sing you home
on this good night

Sweet is the dream
for those who tread
the quiet back roads
on this good night
following footsteps
hidden from sight
old man
on this good night
yes on this good night
on the land tonight
we walk together
watered by stars
shining for you
on this good night
for you old man
for you good night
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A Queensland writer, Jenny is the author of three novels for kids, Storm Born, The Black Bandit and The Ice-cream Man. She believes in magic, science and pasta and is currently working on several new stories for young adults.

Meme McDonald

Meme's novel Love Like Water is her ninth book, five of which have been written in collaboration with Aboriginal storyteller Boori Monty Pryor including My Girragundji, The Binna Binna Man and Njunjul the Sun. She has won six major literary awards for her writing. Poetry is a private love of hers.

Sean McMullen

Sean's first young adult novel was The Ancient Hero (in The Quentaris Chronicles), followed by a teenage time travel novel, Before the Storm. Sean has over a dozen YA chapter books and stories published, and his 2002 novel, Voyage of the Shadowmoon, featured a vampire who had been a teenager for 700 years.

Sally Odgers

Sally, a Tasmanian, has been writing for as long as she can remember. She writes in many genres, especially fantasy and science fiction, and is the co-author (with Darrel Odgers) of the Jack Russell: Dog Detective series. Sally runs a small manuscript assessment business, and enjoys walking (usually with dogs). Visit her at www.sallyodgers.com.

Michael Pryor

Born in Swan Hill, Victoria, Michael has worked in a scrap metal yard and as a drainer's labourer, a truck driver, a tap salesman, an Internet consultant, a software developer, a secondary school teacher and an educational publisher. He has published 17 novels and over 40 short stories. His website is www.michaelpryor.com.au.

Sally Rippin

Sally is an award-winning children's author and illustrator. She has had over 20 books published and is currently teaching Writing for Children at RMIT. She owns many pairs of red shoes, but life seems to spin by pretty quickly even when she's not wearing them. Visit www.sallyrippin.com.

David Rish

David lives in an okay house next to an oak tree and he writes occasionally. He has never owned a leather jacket. You can check out his life and work on his neglected website www.netspace.net.au/~drish/.

James Roy

James is the author of 14 books for young people, including the CBCA Honour Books Captain Mack and Billy Mack's War, and Town, a collection of short stories for older readers. He lives in the Blue Mountains with his family, and relaxes by bushwalking and playing his guitar, sometimes both at the same time.

Jim Schembri

Jim is a Melbourne author who has written a wide range of young adult novels. His books include Welcome to Minute 16 and Portal Bandits. Jim is a journalist but much prefers writing fiction, watching TV, collecting Star Wars toys and dreaming up new messages for his answering machine.

Lucy Sussex

Lucy's work includes three collections of short stories, most recently Absolute Uncertainty. For teenagers she has written three fantasy novels, and edited two anthologies, The Patternmaker and The Lottery (Altered Voices in the US). She has been short-listed for the IGHW and World Fantasy Awards.

Shaun Tan

Shaun grew up in Perth, Western Australia, and in school became known as the ‘good drawer’ which partly compensated for always being the shortest kid in every class. He currently works full time as an artist and author, writing and illustrating picture books, such as The Red Tree, The Lost Thing and The Arrival. For more information visit www.shauntan.net.

Keith Taylor

Keith was born in Tasmania in 1946, saw Vietnam service in the 1960s and had his first story published in 1975 (in Fantastic Stories). This was followed by about a dozen novels and various anthology stories, including historical mysteries. He married Anna Caucci, resulting in a son, Francis, now eighteen.

Coral Tulloch

Coral has illustrated over 50 fiction and non-fiction books for children. She researched, wrote, and illustrated her factual work on Antarctica, Antarctica, The Heart of the World, which won The Environment Award for Children's Literature in 2004. Coral lives in Hobart, Tasmania, with her husband, Peter, and daughter, Tully.

Mitch Vane

Mitch is an artist and illustrator. She has worked on many children's books and often collaborates with her husband who is a writer. They have two children who have been the inspiration for many of her drawings. Most of Mitch's work is wonky and messy – she can't draw a straight line, even with a ruler.

Michael Wagner

Since growing up in a housing commission flat in Melbourne, Michael has played in a band that almost became famous, spent ten years as a radio broadcaster with the ABC, written and produced animation for television, and now writes books for children. He's best known for his series about Maxx Rumble and The Undys.

Lili Wilkinson

Lili Wilkinson is a reader and writer of young adult literature. She manages www.insideadog.com.au, a youth literature website run by the Centre for Youth Literature at the State Library of Victoria. She is the author of Joan of Arc and Scatterheart.
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