


[image: ]







[image: ]


Mark Mupotsa-Russell is a writer living on Wurundjeri Country in the Yarra Ranges. His debut novel, The Hitwoman’s Guide to Reducing Household Debt, won the 2023 Affirm Press Mentorship Award. Before writing novels he was a screenwriter, film reviewer, cocktail columnist, PR consultant and communications adviser in the suicide prevention sector. He lives among the trees with his art therapist superstar wife, hilarious son and a moodle majestically named Mufasa.






[image: ]







[image: ]


First published by Affirm Press in 2024

Bunurong/Boon Wurrung Country

28 Thistlethwaite Street

South Melbourne VIC 3205

affirmpress.com.au


Affirm Press is located on the unceded land of the Bunurong/Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation. Affirm Press pays respect to their Elders past and present.

Text copyright © Mark Mupotsa-Russell, 2024

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.


[image: ]



ISBN: 9781923022256 (paperback)

Cover design by George Saad © Affirm Press

Author photograph by Chenai Mupotsa-Russell

Typeset in Garamond Premier Pro by J&M Typesetting





For Chenai, because she’ll smile every time she sees this. And for Wilder, stop reading here please.





Chapter one

I think I’m missing a piece inside. Something crucially human. I’m not sure when I lost it – Spain, probably – but I can feel the hole it left behind, like a pulled tooth.

Whatever it is, everyone else at school pickup still has theirs. All these glossy wonder-mums, cramming a passive-aggressive lecture into Oh, hiiiiii. The child-development junkies, shoving tracking apps in each other’s faces. Sad divorced dads, desperate to get this one task right, and busy and important patriarchs, honking from the back of the queue. They’re thinking about normal things. Their kids, jobs, bills, yoga classes, infidelities and functional alcoholism.

I’m thinking this car is a two-tonne hunk of crumple zones, mere ankle pressure away from being a weapon.

And that Jaideep does this every day.

‘Can you remind me to email Holly Thorpe? Everyone has to make diversity cupcakes for Monday and she’s got the good recipe.’

I follow his eyes to Holly’s activewear-coated arse as she crunches across the hot gravel, headed for the school. ‘Are the cupcakes diverse or does money from selling them go to a diverse cause?’

‘Each kid does their icing … in the national colours … of a country they can trace their roots to,’ Jai says, his Canadian accent rising for each new detail, making it clear the project is over-complicated. ‘Then they swap cakes with another kid and celebrate their differences.’

‘Eating racism?’

‘“With gluten-free, wholemeal and vegan options, please.”’

‘It’s the Hills. I’m surprised they don’t make you cleanse our oven with a healing crystal.’

‘Daddy, they made cakes on Play School,’ Leena says from her car seat.

‘That’s right, honey. Big Ted’s looked yummier than Little Ted’s, didn’t it?’

Jai and I have an unspoken agreement to never discuss it being strange for him, or even noteworthy, that he’s the girls’ primary carer. He’s the first to say: Nothing I do would be impressive if Olivia had a penis.

The school bell trills and Jai sits up expectantly. Pavlov’s parent. Children spill from the gates like loose marbles. ‘Here she is.’

Edith runs along the fence-line, elbows and knees pumping as the weight of her backpack throws her in a squiggle. Her cheeks are flushed with the February heat and sweat plasters her fringe to her forehead, beneath a drooping flower crown. I lean back to open her door. ‘Hi, darling.’ A whiff of squashed grass from games on the oval, oranges from her afternoon tea.

‘Gooooood afternoon, m’lady Edith,’ Jai says, affecting his English butler accent.

Edith and Leena giggle. ‘Gooooood afternoon, m’lady Daddy,’ says Edith.

Jai’s hand goes to his mouth. ‘But, I say, madam. I am a gentleman.’

‘Lady, lady, lady!’ Leena and Edith cackle with laughter.

‘Belt, please, Edith,’ I say.

‘Lady!’

‘Lady!’

‘Ra-ther.’

‘Come on, belt, please. Mummy’s running late.’

‘But I want to show you my drawing.’

‘Later, honey.’

‘Listen to Mummy, girls. You know the deal. We don’t go quick …’

‘Till the belt goes click!’ they chorus.

The moment Edith settles, I pull onto the tree-lined road, cutting in front of a tradie’s ute. He blasts his horn and I wave an apology, imagining him snarling, Fucking soccer mum. Our four-wheel drive is a cherry-red Mazda that’s proven to be a magnet for road rage. We nicknamed her ‘Jessica Rabbit’, after her big red bum and the odd impulses she inspires in men. We let the girls name our other vehicle, a blue Corolla hatch, and couldn’t talk them out of ‘Brum-Brum’. Brum-Brum is being serviced, hence us in one car.

‘No one needs to pee? Because we’re going to the city.’

The girls say no. Jai frowns but I ignore it, eyeing the dashboard clock. Twenty-five minutes to Knox Shopping Centre then at least thirty to my office in Clifton Hill, traffic-dependent. So damn late. I focus on our winding descent, getting that faint, turtle-poking-from-its-shell feeling I have anytime I leave the Dandenong Ranges, aka the Hills.

For decades, this remote clump of outer eastern suburbs has been a refuge for Melbourne’s urban misfits. Not quite hippies. Not quite survivalists. Not even hipsters. But somewhere on that Venn diagram, you’ll find a Hills resident standing beside their multistorey chicken coop, in bare feet and a knitted hat. The thick forests and single-lane roads may get scarier each year, as climate change makes bushfires, storms and blackouts fiercer and more frequent, but it’s a place that lets you be. These trees have seen my kind for a hundred and fifty years, and others for millennia more. They’re happy to let me hide and breathe.

‘I’ll drop you at the restaurant bit if that’s okay?’ I say. ‘You won’t miss the start?’

‘It won’t properly start till four-thirty,’ Jai says. ‘But where will you park?’

There is weight to this statement. I’ve forgotten something and he’s throwing me a lifeline. I push on hesitantly. ‘I wasn’t going to park. You remember I’ve got the launch?’

‘Can we listen to “Silly Sammy Sausage”, Daddy?’

‘Yeah, Snosage Sam, Daddy!’

Jai bluetooths the song, which he already had queued up on Spotify. Tinny, repetitive music peals from the speakers. ‘What about Edie?’ he says.

Whatever I’ve forgotten, he’s now sure I’ve missed it, but is changing tack. Letting me dig out and expand my grave. ‘I’m not abandoning our children, Jai. I’ll drop them at the office and Barbara will watch them while I’m at the restaurant. It’s the sister venue to that place we had the amazing smoked mozzarella. Lo Stivale? Everything’s sorted.’

‘My love—’

‘What, Jai? What is it?’

‘Edith’s shoes?’

I think Fuck, but I say, ‘Shit.’

I previously agreed to take Edith to buy ballet slippers for class tomorrow. She’s been the only kid in joggers for weeks and Jai’s jokes about our poor little orphan girl, dancing for her supper, are getting more pointed.

‘Mummy, you said the S-word.’

‘Edie, remember how we talked about words adults can use, but kids can’t?’ says Jai.

‘It just means poo, though.’

Leena laughs. ‘Poo poo, poo poo.’

‘Edie, don’t be silly, please,’ I say.

‘Leena did it too!’

Jai shakes his head. ‘You said you’d do this one. You said you wanted to.’

‘I know! But then there was all this interest in the app, and we’ve had media requests, so the developers want something more quote-unquote “baller”. We’ve invited dozens more people and switched to champagne and canapés, but I don’t know the function space upstairs, so wanted to check it out.’ I exhale. ‘Would you have time, before your thing?’

I know it’s a mistake the second I ask.

‘Well, no, actually. And anyway, then what? I won’t be able to watch her, I’ll be playing.’

In his late teens, Jai was highly ranked among Canadian gamers. This was before e-sports were huge, and the most he won was a couple of free trips to Japan. Still, he likes attending events to ‘witness the next generation’. I think he also likes playing the part of positive elder role model.

‘We’ll just have to get the shoes another time, then.’

‘When, Liv? There is no other time.’

‘I want pink shoes, Mummy. You can get white or brown or pink. And you get to put ribbons on them if you want. But I want pink with ribbons.’

‘I want pink ribbons too!’ says Leena.

‘Jai, I’m sorry, but I really can’t do it. There’s barely time to get to the office then Port Melbourne in traffic. It just slipped my mind. With work and everything—’ Too late I stop myself. Another strategic error.

‘You think I don’t have stuff on?’

‘I should have remembered. I’m sorry.’

‘You think I’m not busy?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that. You know I didn’t.’

‘Tonight is, like, the one thing I get that’s mine. And I don’t think it’s too much to ask for.’ His voice has that singsong quality that’s so much worse than yelling, mostly because it makes me want to slap him.

‘No one’s taking it away from you.’

‘I realise your work is more time sensitive than my event, but I still think—’

‘Everything you do is just as important. You know I believe that.’

‘Do you, though?’

I stomp the accelerator to pass an old van with a sun-peeled ‘Earthcore 2016’ festival sticker, beating it to the end of the short overtaking section. I check the rear-view to see if I’ve pissed them off too and catch Leena’s stunned Mummy and Daddy are fighting face.

I wonder what her anxiety will latch on to. Will she always associate this road with conflict? Or will it be the smell of used yoghurt pouches? Years from now, will she be driving along with her fiancé, hear a reggaetón remix of ‘Silly Sammy Sausage’ and hurl herself from the moving vehicle?

‘I’m very sorry, Jai,’ I say, enunciating each word for Leena’s benefit, modelling the strength it takes to admit fault. ‘I was being inconsiderate.’

To Jai – not part of the mirror exchange – I sound condescending. ‘There’s always a launch, or a meeting,’ he says through his teeth. ‘There’s always going to be one. We need to find a way for my stuff to be a priority too.’

I twist my grip on the steering wheel until the leather squeaks.

‘Daddy, what’s “priority”?’

‘It means “important”.’

~

I drop Jai at the mall’s café strip. He says, ‘I love you all,’ as he closes the door with purposeful gentleness.

The second we’re back in traffic, I dial Vanessa, putting her on speaker. ‘I’ve got the girls,’ I say, pre-empting her sailor’s mouth.

‘Hey, munchkins.’

‘Nessie!’

‘Do I get to see you both later?’

‘Yeeeeeessss.’

‘Liv, don’t stress. The thank-you baskets for Coleman and Pierce look amazing. There was a stuff-up when they gave us two standards instead of Coleman’s vegetarian option, but I threatened to turn their loved ones into pancetta and the replacement arrived within the hour. Ummm, what else? Venue’s set up. Staff look profesh. I’d go so far as to say we are A-okay.’

‘Really jazzed to hear the enthusiasm, Ness.’

‘Oh God. What do you need?’

‘First, I’m sorry. It’s all my fault. I’ve ruined everything.’

‘Okay …’

‘I forgot I need to buy Edie these ballet shoes, or we’ll get poverty-shamed. But Jai has this gaming thing, and the changes to the launch shrunk my timeframes.’

‘You want Barbara to take her shopping.’

‘Well …’

‘She can’t hear you, I’m at the venue.’

‘You know I love the Barbs, but she’s kind of old. If they ran away or anything?’

Heavy silence on the other end.

‘Is there any way I can drop them at the office with Barbara, you pick them up and take them for the shoes, then come back to the launch after?’

‘Oh, fuck,’ says Vanessa, then, ‘Whoops. Truck, muck, buck, cluck. I heard if you rhyme it quickly, they can’t tell which was the bad word.’

‘Fuck muck, fuck muck, fuck muck.’

‘I think that ship has sailed, Ness. I’m so sorry to do this to you. I’d go myself but I think it’s important Gerard sees my face when he arrives.’

‘No, yep, of course. Not your fault, it’s just a shiiiii—naughty situation.’

‘I’m genuinely sorry.’

‘I can be there in, like, forty?’

‘You are an actual lifesaver. I’ll send you details. And, just so you know, there’s a Bollinger in my desk I was going to give you for everything you did to make tonight happen. Take it as a thank-you for the shoes and I’ll grab you another.’

‘Don’t be surprised if it’s mysteriously empty when I get to the launch.’

‘You know wine-drunk-Vanessa is my favourite Vanessa. Love you.’

‘Yes, you fuuu-riggan do.’

I breathe. I still need to rush but as the tyres hit the M3’s smooth surface, some of the tension releases from my shoulders. The four lanes let me swerve among the thickening traffic, giving the illusion of momentum even if my progress is slow.

I feel guilty I’ve got away with it. Again. I stuffed up – forgot, failed, didn’t care enough – but through emotional blackmail and sheer rat cunning, others will step in to cover my arse. Vanessa will take it in stride, rearranging the million-point to-do list I gave her for the launch. Barbara will nod sagely, grab my hand in both of hers and offer me a cup of tea because I look stressed. I deserve the heavens to crash down around me. But they won’t.

The ease with which I absorb people into my chaos, without consequence, reinforces a theory of mine: That I am, in fact, a demon.

The year before I got pregnant with Edith, I lost a baby at eleven weeks. Even as the sadness tore me up, some part of me felt this was right and just. The spotting then bleeding, the rush to the hospital. The suck-me-into-my-navel dread. The whole time a little voice inside whispered, Of course.

After my examination, I was shifted from a bed in the ward to a chair in an office. In that blank, clinical room, a nurse braced her hands on her knees and told me what I already knew. What I’d felt hours ago.

As the news bent me double, Jai hugged me, his angle awkward from the chair beside me. His sobs shook me like electric shocks.

The voice elaborated, Of course you did this.

It didn’t matter how common people said it was in first pregnancies. Other women’s miscarriages were a statistic, mine was retribution. Comeuppance. My sins had caught up with me. The vengeful ghosts of my many victims, crawling inside to literally throttle the life out of me.

I was so sure of this, a year later, when embryo-Edith first appeared – tiny cells clustering as if clearing their throat – I didn’t trust the tests. As I pushed through trimesters, I’d spend hours, hand on abdomen, face melting with exhaustion, but never sleeping. Ruminating on the evil I’d done. Waiting for the punchline. I was an unholy vessel, after all. Anything this wonderful meant something proportionally horrible was on its way.

It got so bad, every belly flutter became an ill omen. When I threw up from morning sickness, I thought of The Exorcist. Cravings for juicy burgers and lamb chops became demands for blood sacrifice. Viewing a sonogram, most parents are thankful for ten fingers and toes – I was just glad she didn’t have a tail.

Then, Edie was born.

She was the first thing I got away with.

My evil had dissolved in Jai’s good to create something better than both of us. Something perfect and fine. From the moment they placed Edith on my chest, sticky with fluids, our umbilical connection draining clear, I knew she was an angel.

Those first few nights, I’d lie in the dark, cheeks hurting from secret smiles as I listened to her gurgles, chirps and whimpers. Her tiny lungs and lips finding the shape of every sound she’d make in life. I still didn’t sleep, but now it was because I couldn’t miss anything. Like that first time she looked at me. Big dark eyes not seeing a colostrum-smelling blob, but seeing me. Her mum. From here on, we were locked together. We could be pulled apart, and it would stretch and hurt, but we could never be separated.

Edith’s personality emerged like a polaroid developing. She was sweet and kind, but disappoint her and you’d be dead to her for hours. The first time she laughed, it widened my bones. I got a rush every time I walked in the door to Mummy’s home! Like I was Santa Claus and all the presents. She was wonderfully weird. Obsessed with tree bark, and oversized pillows, and her puffy blue jacket, and sand (but not dirt), and puddles, and baby chick feathers.

Then Leena came three years later and it happened again, just as strong. Because Leena was lovely, too, but also fearless. Her obsessions were furry blankets, and shadows, and her rainbow gumboots, and also puddles, and snakes (snakes!), and everything Edith did.

I don’t deserve them, even when they’re less than perfect. Like right now, when they’re whining about being hungry, despite the snacks right in front of them (But I don’t want those ones today!). Rattling doorhandles against child-locks the moment I park. Squirming so much I can’t unclip their car seats. Trying to break free of holding my hands. One pulling towards the park up the road as the other crosses and uncrosses her legs, yelling about needing to pee, So really bad, Mummy. Wrangling them up the external stairs leading to my office. Dragging one, carrying the other, who’s scrunching her crotch with her free hand as the toilet situation approaches critical mass. Stepping back in the stairwell to let a tall Black man pass. Smiling apologetically for the noise. Recognising his face and realising he isn’t moving down the stairs at all. He’s waiting. For me.

Body chilling. Air driving from my lungs. Edith squealing, ‘Ow, Mummy, you’re hurting me.’

The man stepping forward. ‘Hello, Annaliese.’

This is what I’ve been waiting for. This is what I deserve.





Chapter two

I met Jai on the same day I committed my very last murder. There’s a joke in there somewhere, about ending two men’s lives.

Booze made Nathan the Accountant chatty. He cornered me at Dante’s party and gave me his whole life story, as if getting it off his chest. ‘I was an artist first. Art school, the whole shebang. Lot of teachers praising my work too. My, um, oeuvre. But then over here were all these pretty zeroes twinkling.’ Apparently Nathan dropped out to steer the European expansion of his father’s accounting firm. ‘Yep. Yep. I sold my soul to the Devil.’

He was outgoing and had kept his looks into middle age, if you could ignore the fake tan. I might have been up for it. But it creeped me out the way he stared at me. Covetously, like a drug he’d been offered. And though he told his story with a wink, he was too drunk to hide his bitterness.

Honestly my first thought was: The Devil overpaid for you.

In this fantasy deal for his soul, Nathan gets an obscene salary and keys to the Madrid office, and Hell gets … what? The satisfaction of suppressing this dude’s ‘art’?

I don’t think so. If Satan exists, He’s a capitalist. Souls aren’t bought outright, they’re mortgaged. Leveraged. Afterpaid. It’s the interest that gets you.

And in truth, Nathan kept paying, every day of every year, after selling out. All that easy money making him reckless. His only creative outlet, his job.

He got creative, alright. Not cooking the books entirely, but warming them. Taking on clients he should have avoided. Going to their mobster parties and drinking too much whisky. Joking about financial irregularities he helped conceal.

Watching cold eyes narrow.

Nathan couldn’t trace the direct line between art school and the Scotch sweats he woke in. The panicked flight from his house, leaving wife and daughter behind. Driving all night through cobblestone hamlets with three-storey Zara outlets. Flopping into bed at some quaint B&B. The old kind, not through an app. Because Nathan was careful.

Not careful enough to use an ATM in a different town, though.

The bill for Nathan’s soul wasn’t settled until he woke to the lock’s faint click. Felt the sheet tighten across his chest like a rope.

Because the real price was my hand on his mouth. My razor pressing his Adam’s apple. His blood spraying the pillow.

Hey, that does look like art.

~

I burned the body, our clothes, shoes, the bed linen and any accompanying fibres in an industrial pottery kiln. The old potter had kind eyes and a furrowed smile and I couldn’t imagine how he’d got mixed up in this. Did his kindness switch off?

The razor I bleached and threw in a storm drain. I made it back to Madrid before the panic attack set in. My vision greying and skin turning clammy. I threw up in a flower bed outside Dante’s café.

The café entrance was shadowed by vines on a backstreet less than two blocks from Plaza Mayor. Stepping inside was always disorientating. Those old wooden rooms held history and romance – you could imagine Dalí shagging Hemingway against that very staircase – yet the furniture was tacky aluminium. And though delicious spiced and umami smells wafted from the kitchen, the food itself was bland.

Dante did this on purpose to keep customers down; his style was impeccable and the chef had a Michelin star.

I was ushered to a chair across from his desk in the darkened back room. Dante was a stocky man but hunched his shoulders more than necessary, as if the walls could barely contain him. He thumbed his bottom lip. ‘You took quicker than I thought.’

The urge to vomit was back and I kept my sentences short. ‘Couldn’t do the second one. Cops on the accountant’s car. Saw me dump the weapon. I lost them, but you should get someone else to finish.’

Dante steepled his fingers. Waited for his silence to take effect.

I imagined him practising this look in the mirror. I used to smoke pot with Valeria, our leggy contact for Bolivia, and we had a running gag about crime bosses learning these skills at corporate retreats: Well, that about covers Silent Menace, who can tell me the Three Ts of Turf Expansion?

Then Bolivia tried to slip fifty kilos of pre-cut into a shipment of raw, so Dante had Valeria beaten to death on video as … not a warning. A tax, maybe?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You can have the accountant for free.’

His door guys were new and too close on my shoulder. The bald one opened his jacket slightly, asking: May I shoot this foreigner bitch, firing a gun, on your property, in the middle of the day, when customers saw her enter, after which we’ll have to clean up the mess? Newbies often being chosen for enthusiasm over intellect.

Dante shook his head.

He picked a scampi from his plate, sucked the fried garlic and salt off and bit in with the shell still on. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think I believe you, my darling.’ He licked the oil from his fingers. ‘If someone asked, I would guess there weren’t any cops. You know I hear things. I hear no one sees you around anymore. Except after jobs. After a job, you are in every bar in the city.’

‘Australians drink differently. We don’t know how to sip.’

Dante sipped his vermouth. ‘Maybe. But if someone asked, I would say you lost your stomach for the work.’ His cheeks puffed with a suppressed burp. ‘I’ve seen it happen. To the women more than men, but it happens.’

‘That’s not what this is.’

‘It is not as bad as you think, though, darling. It’s like, what’ —he rolled his hand— ‘montaña rusa?’

‘Roller-coaster.’

‘Fucking roller-coaster, yes. You kill a human the first time, you’re scared. Of course you are, it’s a big thing! You go to do it again, you ask, Will it be so hard? And it is, but for not so long. Then each time forward you feel other things. Sorry, angry, guilty. Excited sometimes. Eventually, it’s a job. Something on the list for today.’ He wagged a lecturing finger. ‘But some people go back. They think and think. People line up in their dreams, maybe? Faces in pain begging, “Why? No. Please.”’

He looked for confirmation. My limbs felt stuck to the chair.

‘I just don’t want you to think you are alone, Annaliese. I have felt these things too. Not a lot, but I know. And do you know why I’m telling you?’

He paused for an answer, enjoying himself. I shook my head.

‘I’m telling you because Dante knows the cure. The secret, my darling, is the next few jobs, you pick people who really deserve it. They have done things that offend you personally. So you burn something. Cut something off. Nose, ears, tits, whatever. Remind yourself how good it feels to settle a debt.’ He paused again to ensure I understood his threat, veiled as it was in cling wrap. ‘Your mind will change back.’

My relationship with Dante was a balancing act. He desired me, because he desired every woman in his orbit. But his ego needed me to want him too. Or at least to fake it. Most women played this part because they knew what he was: a violent, vindictive man who employed an army of violent, eager criminals.

He couldn’t pressure me, though. If I refused, he’d look weak – Dante’s world was full of gossiping jackals – and if I gave in, I’d show I was too soft to be effective in my job.

He’d still fuck me one day, of course. Dante denied himself nothing. But knowing it would burn everything down? That gave the act of self-control a tantric sweetness.

Until now.

I tried to swallow bile without showing it. ‘I told you, the cops were watching. But if you think I’ve got this problem, I’d be no good to you anyway. Just as likely to use the wrong end of the gun.’

He didn’t laugh. ‘My Annaliese, you are trying to make me say nice things about you. And, okay, you are good at this work. You have skills useful to me. Not unique, perhaps, but rare. A Spanish policeman suspects a Spanish woman of anything. But an Aussie?’

‘There are other foreigners—’

‘Most importantly, you are here in front of me. In my debt. I own you.’ He smiled, waiting again.

‘Not own. Not ever.’

He nodded. ‘Apologies, it’s probably my English. I just can see you feel emotional. But can you see how you make me feel? That you won’t complete the job we agreed on? The job I gave a large down payment for?’

‘You can have the money back.’

‘Your emotions carried you all this way, with bad news and nothing but a weak lie for hiding behind. When you know how I feel about lying. My darling, can you imagine what my emotions could make me do?’

He sat back, framed by the large glass-walled pantry behind him. Inside hung half-a-dozen legs of jamón ibérico. These specialty hams dangled in the windows of every restaurant precinct in the country, wearing their stockings of fat. They were an enticement. It made no commercial sense to store them back here. But in that room, knowing what you knew about Dante, they transformed. Instead of smoky cured meat, you saw skinned flesh. Realised those pigs lived every day unaware they were born for the butcher’s hook.

‘If I do this, it has to be the last one.’

‘We’ll see, my darling.’

~

I walked the city in a daze. The late-afternoon sun glared off polished cutlery and serviette dispensers and baked the tourists queuing for tourist traps. No one seemed bothered I was on death row.

I ended up in this little place in barrio Malasaña. I’d passed it regularly but never entered. Stand-up tables and a wraparound bar full of loud late-twenties professionals. The shelves were lined with spirits and liqueurs from all over the world, but everyone drank house wine or Estrella beer.

I ordered two double Martin Miller’s and tonics to start. Part of me hoped that, with enough alcohol, the job could be done on autopilot. I’d fall into one of those homicidal blackouts that are all the rage in true-crime documentaries, and wake up having done the deed.

Because failing that, I couldn’t do it.

At first, killing for money had felt like evolution. I’d smashed the Ten Commandments and chiselled my own rules onto the tablets’ broken edges. Violent criminals only. Eighteen and over. Women had to really deserve it. I’d elevated myself above society’s norms to operate at a primal level. I was sculpting myself into something pure.

But ask a block of marble how it feels about sculpture? And I wasn’t sandpapering edges, darling, I was hacking chunks. Not all big. The Arms Dealer took a fingernail. The Sex Trafficker barely skinned my knee. The Mother of Three, though?

Because rules bent. And broke. It wasn’t as if there was a kind of person I hadn’t killed back in the army, just that now it was intentional. Up close. And the contracts were so big they must have done something to deserve it. Even if I couldn’t for the life of me see what.

Keeping my morals among the villains I knew was like following a compass wrapped in magnets. They had no concept of lines you didn’t cross. Things you couldn’t come back from.

Either the other hitters were wired differently or they’d worked out how to shut off their physiology. The heart palpitations. Nausea. Insomnia. Maybe they didn’t sweat?

Or did being freelance make me different? Everyone in Dante’s organisation could still claim they were just following orders. It was chain of command. Murder within a corporate struc—

‘I’m flying to Sydney on Saturday, actually.’

I looked up from my fourth G&T at the man leaning against the bar. He was brown-skinned, with an athletic build and coils of black hair hanging foppishly near his eyes. His handsomeness was obvious, especially to him, and he wore this cheeky look I’d learn to call his six-drink smile.

‘Because of your accent,’ he added.

‘I’d made the connection, thank you.’

‘Look. I don’t want to be that guy bothering a woman who just wants to drink. And you really don’t want to be that woman … And I’m realising I have become both that guy and the guy pointing at an Australian person saying, “Australian!” So. Cards on the table, I’d love to fund your next round.’

‘Fund?’

‘Finance?’ Then, inspired: ‘Sponsor! Since I’m leaving in a few days, you can choose whether that’s simple generosity from a super-hot foreigner you’ll never see again’ —a deep smirk, then a hand to his chest— ‘or I sit down, and we share what brief moments we have, comparing notes as strangers in a strange land?’

At the time, his accent still had touches of Punjabi, faint enough that you had to lean in to catch them. This was a choice, because his family had migrated to Toronto when he was three. Jaideep used his background to great effect on women like me. His whole schtick was successful. Progressive and safe yet laced with flirtation.

Normally I’d have loved bursting his bubble. That night was different, though. I was trapped elsewhere, but here was a choice I could make. A role I could play.

‘With so many Aussies available soon, shouldn’t you fuck Spanish women while you have the chance?’ I tapped my chin as if thinking hard. ‘Or maybe you see an Australian woman in Spain as some kind of sexual Google Translate?’

His smile widened, boyish. ‘Oh, I think you’ll find I’m pretty bilingual.’

The sex was fantastic. At first in an obvious, adrenalised way. Being caught between committing a murder I was physically incapable of and my own death by torture put me in a reckless, I wonder what happens if I slip my finger in here? mood. But somewhere around four in the morning that animal thing hit my stomach. What people call butterflies, but I suspect was closer to moths attacking a dusty light globe.

I realised Jai was a good man. He was kind in a way that felt deliberate, as if he’d read think pieces on the subject. Soft, and conscious of not taking up more than his share of space, but without being a pushover. And he listened. The backstory of my time in Spain was practised bullshit I’d used for years (Left the army a lost soul; PR degree in Barcelona to pass the time; met a boy; bailed on him and uni, but I’ve been very faithful to tapas and tinto de verano *wry snicker*), yet I found myself going back over the details as Jai delved deeper or called back specifics.

Best of all, he was easy to be around. I wasn’t watching my back. He was calm, good-natured and funny. Ten per cent less funny than he thought, but that was still funnier than most.

By 8am, unslept, teetering into a hangover and conscious of morning breath, I had a plan. I played up the seismic shift I’d felt. Acted like Jai’s penis was my missing puzzle piece. I marvelled, hesitant yet wide-eyed, at the romance of it all. The freak convergence of timelines that had brought us together. Skin to skin. I told him that I hadn’t mentioned this earlier, but I was heading back to Australia too. Next week, though. Only I’d hoped to rent a car and check out France and Germany first, flying out of Hamburg. But I was, of course, a girl, travelling alone. And if I was killed by an international torture-porn ring, I’d never hear the end of it from Dad.

And listen. Would it be totally crazy if … I know it’s stupid, but what if you swapped your flight? I don’t mean we’d be anything. Just two people having independent, concurrent European adventures. And if we hate each other by the end, we could still get seats one apart on the plane, so no strangers take the middle and we get an extra half a spot each for free.

Dante would expect me to run alone.

Jaideep’s eyes sparkled with all those stories he pretended he was too cynical for. Talky, independent films about whirlwind trysts in foreign lands. Books he’d read as a child. About pirates, knights and superheroes. Damsels in distress.

Not that I could act superior. I’d given him my real name.

‘Don’t bullshit me, Olivia,’ he said, grinning. ‘Every guy knows that plane trick just means I get half a seat, while you lie across all three.’





Chapter three

‘Girls, go inside.’

‘Mummy—’

‘Edith, now, please.’

I keep my voice clear but soft. My office is in a mixed-use building and sounds can carry to the apartments or off the open stairwell to the street below. Yelling, crying, screaming will bring witnesses. Witnesses narrow his options.

‘Go see what treats Barbara has for you, darling. She’ll take you to the toilet.’

‘Treats, treats!’ says Leena.

Edith slaps the door in time to ‘Bar-ba-ra, we’re he-re.’

Keeping my eyes on Takunda, I open up and guide the girls in. He’s watching me with them curiously, like we’re in the opening minutes of a film and he’s still learning the world. I lock the door. Keep my hands out from my body to show I’m not reaching for a weapon.

With a flick, I throw my keys over the railing, into the garden bushes below. The door is solid, and will bear at least two noisy kicks before breaking. Anything to slow him down once he’s done whatever Dante sent him to do.

Takunda glances at the bushes. Back at me.

‘You don’t have to do it here,’ I say. ‘I’ll go anywhere you want.’

His eyes narrow.

‘They’re three and six. They won’t remember you.’

Barbara’s voice carries through the door. ‘Everything alright, Olivia? Did it lock on you?’ The handle rattles. She parts the blinds to peer out. ‘Olivia?’

Takunda smiles and waves to her, whispering through his teeth. ‘No one wants your bookkeeper calling the authorities, Annaliese.’

Making it clear he knows who Barbara is. That somewhere there is a file. Encrypted texts or emails. A directive on who, what, where, when, how. It’s a bad sign I saw him at all. No two to the back of the head for Annaliese. Dante has some special atrocity in mind.

‘Barbara, this is Bryan. A friend from uni.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ says Takunda. His accent is even more muddled than when I knew him. A consequence of growing up in Zimbabwe before his other lives in Zambia, Mozambique, South Africa, England, Greece, Spain.

Barbara waves back uncertainly. ‘Could you give me a sec?’ I say.

She nods and retreats from the blinds. But her silhouette stays by the window. Takunda sees it too.

‘She’s old,’ I say. ‘Not good with faces. No one here will remember you.’

His back is to the stairs leading to the top floor. Could I rush him? Spin and tip him downstairs, to crack his head on a concrete corner?

Reading my silence, Takunda steps further away from the drop. The idea of overpowering him was a fantasy anyway. His dress pants and loose grey hoodie make it hard to tell if he’s the fighter he used to be, but for years my exercise regime has focused on Dominate this impending muffin top, not Dominate a professional killer who outweighs me by fifty kilos. As an extra humiliation, every thought through my head is a cliché. Begging. Pleading. Talking about my children. Words I know will come out hollow.

‘Just tell me they’re not part of it. I won’t run or fight, but tell me they’re safe.’

His voice is stone. ‘Now I know that, would you believe me?’

‘I’ll get rid of them. We can go somewhere. Talk until they’re clear.’

‘Now, she wants to talk?’ He smiles again, but where his fake smile was full of disarming cheer, this is wolfish.

‘I just want to save my kids.’

‘Not your husband, though?’

I squash my anger. ‘Any history you and I have is about me, Takunda, not them.’

‘So we agree I don’t owe you favours?’

‘Fuck you.’ It comes out before I can stop it. Acid on both words. I can’t bring myself to apologise so stay mute. 

Takunda studies me. ‘You have one minute. I’ll keep your phone, tell the bookkeeper nothing.’

~

I lead him to this horrible new bar in Abbotsford, fifteen minutes’ walk from the office. Bright lights and Ikea art. Vanessa and I reckon the owners only got the confidence to open after attending a life coach’s seminar, so decorated it like a convention centre in tribute. But it’ll give Barbara time to take the girls to the place with the lychee jelly, a Malaysian restaurant three suburbs away. I had her tell Vanessa to head back to the launch too. Ness will be pissed, and have questions, but with Takunda listening I couldn’t give an excuse he might think was a code or warning.

I also hoped Hoddle Street’s choking peak-hour traffic might keep me alive. Multiple witnesses to any murder and a slow escape for masked kidnappers in unmarked vans. We’re half a block down – Takunda ten steps behind – when I realise how dull my instincts are. The old ‘killer’ me would have realised that this gridlock creates opportunities, not restrictions. A motorbike could lane-split the still cars and have easy access to multiple freeways. Even a lone shooter on a bicycle could sprint to Yarra Bend Park, disappearing among the gum trees and limited CCTV.

On the edge of my vision, a thin brick tower pokes above the buildings. The fucking thing looks like medieval siege protection. I didn’t know what it was when I bought the office space (and liked the mystery!) but Jai looked it up. It’s an old-fashioned shot tower. Where they used to make bullets. A soaring middle finger to my peaceful fresh start.

We enter the bar and Takunda takes a table near the door, easing into a chair. ‘You look the same.’

Liar. I hover by the chair opposite. ‘What are you going to do with me?’

He motions me to sit. I do as I’m told.

Takunda and I never worked together. So much of that job was about blending in, and a five-foot-eight white woman and six-foot-three Black man are rarely invisible in the same crowd. But Dante kept his circles tight, watching each other and knowing we were watched. Takunda and I partied. Got friendly. Close, even. He once told me he got his training Working for the government. Which government, he wasn’t forthcoming about. A lot of car accidents, he’d say with a wink, the opposition ministers’ drivers were astoundingly unlucky. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he moved to the UK to study. But the money, or bad friendships, lured him back, this time freelancing.

As a killer, I knew him only based on how others treated him. Reverence, even from the racists. People who weren’t impressed by murderers were impressed by Takunda.

The waitress comes over. I wave off the cocktail menu and order a lemonade. Takunda holds his fingers up, Two please.

That’s a surprise. If Takunda is sober, he must’ve put half Madrid’s bars and dealers into a recession. God help me if he’s become one of those ascetic, samurai types. You can’t reason with a zealot.

‘Please. My daughters have nothing to do with this.’

‘I couldn’t believe it the first time I saw you,’ he says, like I never spoke. ‘Three weeks ago, I’m being driven around the Dandenong Ranges and: my God! You were picking up your daughter from a day-care centre. Picket fence and rainbows on the walls. Like something off Sesame Street. Can you imagine?’

‘I’ll do whatever you want—’

I break off as the waitress brings our lemonades. Two squirts of post-mix over three lime wedges and ice. Takunda mashes his limes with his straw. ‘You shouldn’t even be in Australia, Annaliese. That was reckless.’ He wags his finger. Pauses. ‘Or do you prefer “Olivia”?’ Thinks on it. ‘I don’t.’

The utensil canister is right there. I could jab a fork in his eye? Run out through the kitchen, in case he has someone watching the front?

But if the symptoms hit me like they used to? Anvils on my chest. The sky compressing and collapsing. I can already feel an attack bubbling below the surface. Panic, sweat and loose limbs. I’d have one chance to stab him. What if I missed?

‘When I saw you, I almost grabbed the wheel from my friend. Then I thought about it. With your little one there, you must be in the area. And, sure enough, two days ago: My Liese. At the supermarket, choosing a roast chicken in that careful way of yours. I bet you got the best one there.’

Why is he so relaxed? My mind shifts again, analysing the situation through a hunter’s eyes. It was too easy convincing him to let the girls go. He’d never let Barbara drive off with his leverage like that. No. Someone is watching Edith and Leena right now. Or has them already, bound hand and foot. Jai too. That unmarked van, speeding to an isolated, soundproof location.

‘You want to act like we have history? Tell me what Dante has planned.’ Gritting my teeth to say again, ‘Please.’

His pout looks comical on someone so big. ‘I always thought we were close, even if you say we weren’t. We had a connection.’

‘We used to fuck, Takunda. I remember.’

The change in my voice sits him back.

‘Is that what you want to hear? That I pine for you, after all these years? I was off my head most of that time, so I honestly don’t remember. Look, if Dante told you to scare me, congratulations, I’m petrified. But just so you know? I always thought dudes who did this cat-playing-with-the-trapped-mouse shit were pathetic. The job is a job, not your fucking kink.’

Takunda raises his eyebrows. He leans in to take a long sip of his drink, nodding to himself as if it’s a point worth meditating on.

His expression melts and he laughs, clapping his hands and jabbing his finger at me. ‘Finally! My Liese is still in there. I was worried you’d become as soft as me.’

‘Stop fucking around and tell me what’s happening.’

His brow furrows. ‘There’s nothing to tell. I’m not here to hurt you, we’re catching up.’ He reaches out to pat my hand reassuringly.

I wrench my arm back. People at the next table look over.

Takunda’s frown deepens. ‘It’s a joke. I saw you when I was driving with my friend. Thought I’d have some fun. Tell me you haven’t lost your sense of humour?’

I stay still, unsure what to do with my body. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Crazy I saw you, though, right? The universe is talking to us, Liese.’

The world shrinks and pulls away, like an old television switching off. I wait for his smile to twist back. To reveal this is another level of sadism and – ha, ha – he’ll be butchering us after all.

He cocks his chin. ‘I got out roughly eighteen months after you, I think. I took anything and everything back then, so those first years are blurry. Then I just wandered around. But I haven’t killed anything, human or animal, for over four years.’

Takunda is telling the truth. He isn’t here to gut or torture everyone I love. He’s played a prank. Salt in my coffee or tying my laces together.

The attack hits me in a crash. My hands tremble. Breath staccato. Blood coursing with adrenalin, fear and stale distress. There’s rage too, of course. A boundless, scorched-earth fury. But that waits in the background. Caged in my chest while my nervous system deals with the immediate stimuli.

‘You never asked why I was in the Hills,’ he says.

My chair scrapes the tiles, tipping with a clatter as I rush for the door.

‘Liese?’

I’ve barely reached the footpath when it hits again, harder. The bar felt claustrophobic but the outside world is dizzyingly big. Air sour with exhaust fumes and old piss. My eyes are full of tears. The shaking has taken over my whole body now. People are staring.

‘Liese, I’m sorry, okay?’

I squat to the concrete. Then fold onto my side, propping myself up with one hand. This still doesn’t feel sturdy enough and I scoot back until I reach the wall, burying my face in my hands. My guts are a closed fist. The oxygen won’t sink lower than my throat.

Pick five items.

Street bench. Traffic light. That off-centre brick. Car tyre. Garbage bin.

‘Come on, Liese, I’m sorry. I think maybe I was just angry at you, you know? You disappeared. I missed you! But you’re right, I shouldn’t have done it.’

Bench. Light. Brick. Tyre. Bin.

‘Are you okay?’ A female voice. Close in front of me.

Bench. Light. Brick. Tyre. Bin.

Breathe it out.

‘Hey? Are you alright?’ The woman rubs my arm. I flinch away.

‘Liese, I’m sorry.’

‘Mate, just back off, alright?’ Another voice. Male. Aggressive.

‘Brother, I’m just helping my friend here, I promise you.’

‘Doesn’t look too fucking helpful, does it?’

‘I just need to talk to her—’

‘Don’t fucking come at me, mate!’

‘Ryan, be careful.’

‘My friend, please. I was just—’

‘I said stay right fucking there. Don’t make me hurt you, cunt.’

I picture the ensuing fight. The scrapping bodies and stunned eyewitnesses. Red and blue lights flashing.

A garbled sound rises from my belly. No or Don’t. I paw the woman aside, a blur of power suit and heels. Takunda has his palms raised, showing he isn’t a threat. A short twenty-something white guy in a suit squares up in front of him. ‘Becca, call the cops.’

‘No,’ I say, clearer now.

I crawl to my feet and stumble over. Grab Takunda’s arm and yank him onwards. As I stagger away, the Suit calls after me, ‘You don’t have to stay with him, you know.’

I power down a side street. Juddering steps, no coordination, knees bending wrong. A drunk on a mission to get home. We come out near a train station and I turn onto the footpath, scattering a group of girls in school uniform. Mumble an apology. I let go of Takunda and stalk down the road.

‘Liese, I’m sorry, alright? It was wrong. I was being cruel.’

‘Don’t you’ —swallowing vomit— ‘ever come near me.’

I reach a petrol station. Cling to its fence and drop my head to focus on the blackened globs of chewing gum fused to the concrete.

Takunda catches up. ‘Okay. You’re okay. Breathe. In for four seconds, out for eight. Smell the flowers, blow out the birthday candles.’

I glare at him.

His expression becomes sheepish. ‘I get them too. Used to. You know the trick about counting items?’

‘Fuck off.’ Chewing gum. Bowser. Number plate. Manhole. Entry sign.

‘I’ve found something better, though, I think. That’s why I’m in the Hills.’

Chewing gum. Bowser. Number plate. Manhole. Entry sign.

‘I’m on exchange, visiting the monastery here. Liese, I’m becoming a monk.’

I peer at him.

‘Yeah. A Buddhist monk. Robe and everything. With all the harm we did, I needed to make sense of—’

‘Oh, fuck no.’ I push off the fence and lurch back towards Hoddle Street. Takunda grabs at my wrist. I yank away again. ‘Touch me and I swear I’ll scream.’

‘Just talk to me.’

I stumble towards the office. Will we have to move? Can I run again?

‘Liese, I need to ask you something.’

I’m twenty metres from the lights. Pedestrians cluster, ready to cross. I’m already looking for gaps in the slow but steady traffic, weighing up the risk of waiting versus the risk of getting run over.

‘Tell me how you live with it?’ Takunda yells, his sentence cracking in the middle.

I turn back. His palms are out. A lost little boy needing bus fare.

‘I’ve been watching you for days. Normal family. Normal job. When I see you, I get this jealousy like—’ His fists clench and he snarls.

Two burly guys in high-vis vests are watching us from the street corner.

Eyeing them, Takunda relaxes again. He steps closer to me and lowers his voice, pleading. ‘Tell me how you’ve made your life enough?’

~

‘They say it mimics cardiac arrest. A panic attack, I mean.’ Takunda sucks a rope of noodles into his mouth and slurps a spoonful of broth. He considers his own statement. ‘I think they call them “anxiety attacks” now. Sounds more medical, maybe?’

‘I know what they’re called.’

He insisted we get food, for your blood sugar. The first place I could think of with a solid vegan option for him was a phở restaurant a few blocks further down. I needed the walk anyway to get my nerves under control. We got here before the dinner rush and the restaurant is near empty. A lone waiter wipes vinyl tablecloths as the cook cleans out the bain-marie. I chose a rare beef special and a drink with green stalks on the label and enough sugar to give an elephant cavities. I hold Takunda’s eye as I bite into an especially pink strip of meat.

‘You ever use ricin, for a job?’ he says.

‘What?’

‘There was that time, after Breaking Bad, when people requested it special. Junior mafiosos who couldn’t spell H2O coming at you wanting ricin. It was an extra pain because you’d dose the guy then have to follow him for days to check it worked. I’d tell them, “I’ll get you a nerve agent that works quicker, better!” But they thought it was cool.’

It’s surreal, being back in a conversation where murder is an issue of logistics.

‘When they eventually go, though, with ricin, it’s a heart attack. That’s what I used to think of when I got my … episodes. I’d think, “So this is what that feels like?”’

‘I don’t remember killing anyone gently.’

He shrugs, conceding the point. ‘I did this loan shark once. Small-time leg-breaker named Fortunato. He was this great-looking guy. Nice clothes. Muscles like a god. Girls loved him. You remember little Don Fasoli’s son, Salvatore?’

‘All those guys blended into one.’

‘Anyway, some girl Salvatore is after likes Fortunato better. And because Don Fasoli lets his prick son get away with anything – and Dante wants to keep the Calabrians on side – long story short, I’m scoring ricin off a Chechen in some Lavapiés back alley. But it’s my first time, I dose it wrong. Or all those steroids messed up his tolerance. Whatever it was, I end up standing over Fortunato’s bed, watching him gasp for air. Soil himself. Twist so hard I think he’ll break his back. Not die, though. Finally, I can’t take it and—’ He makes a loose gun with his thumb and forefinger before waving it off. ‘After all that, Salvatore gets angry at me. “I said ricin!” he says. And I’m telling him, “You wanted suffering? He suffered.” But he’s whining about the message. The message. Blah blah, macho honour shit.’

Takunda realises he’s motor-mouthing. Sobers. ‘He was one of the ones for me.’

I shake my head. One of whom?

‘The ones that made me quit. Seeing pretty Fortunato flop around, eyes bulging out of his head.’ He spreads his fingers like starbursts. ‘It was like watching devolution. The guy morphing back into a fish. Shooting him was a mercy for me, not him.’

It’s a painful memory and he goes quiet. I slurp my broth pleasurably.

‘What about you?’

‘I never saw Breaking Bad.’

‘You know what I mean, Liese. Who broke you? Which job?’

‘All of them. We murdered people for no other reason than money. I’m fucked in the head, not a psychopath.’

‘There were particular ones, though. I’m sure. Some hurt more.’

‘We’re just a couple of drunks, swapping bender stories, huh? This is why I quit AA.’

‘You’d rather talk about the weather? These were big things we did. Horrible, yes. But formative. We have to accept them for what they are before we can—’

‘I’d buy that enlightened shit more easily if you’d never snorted coke off my nipples.’

‘I don’t claim enlightenment.’

‘You don’t have kids, do you, Takunda? So you cannot possibly fathom how savage it is, what you just did.’

‘I said I’m sorry.’

‘And you think you’re going to be a monk? Do you realise how unhinged that is?’

‘It’s not what you’re imagining. It’s just people learning, looking for something.’

‘Their rules weren’t designed for you. Or me.’

‘They are, though! That’s the thing. They say everything is suffering. Every one of us is living in samsara, just trying to get through the illusion.’ He gives me that side-eye people get when opening up about their beliefs. As if offering a balloon heart I might pop.

‘You let me believe you would murder my daughters. That was a joke to you. You really think your little study plan is built for that? You don’t reckon the other monks assume you’re starting with at least baseline human empathy?’

‘I was angry.’

‘Spite, was it? A truly noble motivation.’

‘I’m trying to be better.’

‘Then save your energy. You can shave your head and wear whatever shitty robe you want, you’ll still be a monster. Just bald and underdressed.’

Takunda dips his spoon in the broth and pours it back into the bowl. Dips and pours. ‘The new people who come to the temple, looking for something? They all talk about wanting to live in the moment. To be present. But that’s all we did, for years. I learned exactly how much sleep I could survive on. How much food or water. Constant life and death. What do I do with those parts now? What’s ahead, except a long, slow decline?’

‘God, you men. Climb a mountain. Make a movie. Join TikTok. The world will remember you.’

‘Maybe I should go into public relations?’

‘Fuck you. My life has meaning. I have a family. Children.’

‘Congratulations on procreation. Something only the vast, vast majority of people on this planet achieve. And with the husband.’

‘Yes, with the husband.’

‘Whom you can’t connect with, because you can’t talk about that life.’

‘Do you want me to leave?’

Takunda goes silent. ‘You don’t think you’re more exceptional than this?’

‘I think you believe you’re exceptional. What’s Buddha’s stance on ego?’

A wry smile. ‘Buddhism lets me walk down the supermarket cleaning aisle, browsing all those different brands of bleach, without drinking any. Buddhism is the idea that every human thinks they’re an individual wave, but the world would be infinitely better if we realised we’re an ocean. It’s thousands of years of scripture, rituals and tradition. Big enough to pour myself in forever, without filling it up.’

‘Good for you.’

‘It is. It’s almost sufficient. I need something that immense to counteract what we did. Why don’t you?’

‘You really thought religion would work? Every one of those mafia dipshits wore a cross around their neck. Every one of them believed in Hell.’

‘You’re not answering the question.’

I’ve seen him like this once before. We scored molly off some Dutch DJ and it turned out to be much, much stronger than we were used to. That night, we literally licked the sweat off each other’s bodies, but the next day my brain was shit rolled in sawdust. I spent the morning crying on the bathroom floor and the afternoon on the couch, cradling Takunda. He talked about his parents, back in Harare. How they no longer spoke to him. He’d been hospitalised soon after reaching Europe – I tried to do something silly to myself. Word got back home he’d gone crazy, and his family cut him off.

‘Please, Liese. What do you do to make it enough?’

I sigh from deep in my belly. ‘You just make it enough. You have to, because it’s the best anyone gets.’

~

I leave Takunda and call Barbara to bring the girls back. After finding my keys in the growing dark, I crank the Frozen soundtrack at irresponsible levels the whole drive home.

The real estate listing described our house as: ‘A stately red-brick cottage, ensconced among blissful native bush, on an opulent acre-block.’ That translates to three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a fancy roof and oversized garden with bad drainage. As I open the door, we’re met by Gnarls Barkly, our flatulent cavoodle. She jumps and whines, tongue lapping and little nails clattering as she bounces between pats from Edith and Leena.

The house smells of cooking tomatoes and spices. Jai grabbed a lift back with another gamer’s father and is now making his mum’s ‘quick’ moong dal. It’s the girls’ favourite dish, ever since their Bibi Ji told them she invented the quick version specially for them: Because you two never do anything slowly! It’s the same joke she used throughout Jai’s childhood, apparently.

She died a year ago, Jai’s father going three months later. I’m not sure if Leena remembers them or just nods along to Edith’s stories, but the moong dal guarantees a peaceful mealtime and puts Jai in a mellow, pensive mood as he cooks.

‘Pick up your toys from the lounge first, please,’ he says. The girls groan. ‘You agreed, remember?’

They drag their feet, heading through the house.

‘How was the launch?’

‘Oh. Yeah—’

‘Barbara called.’

I freeze, feeling the shame of being caught in the act, combined with the bodily terror of that moment, seeing Takunda on the stairs. ‘Really?’

‘Edith ate prawn crackers at the restaurant and Barbara didn’t know if that would affect her shellfish allergy. It didn’t, obviously, so who knows what’s actually in them. Barbara sounded weird. Said she’d tried you a few times.’

‘Yeah. Sorry. I couldn’t make the launch in the end. Something came up.’ Then, remembering. ‘I didn’t get the shoes either. Sorry.’

Jai stops chopping. ‘You didn’t go?’

‘Please don’t—’

‘Liv—’

‘Jai, I can’t do this now. Honestly.’ My eyes are too exhausted to hold the tears in and I bury my face in my hands as a last defence. Groan into my palms.

Jai touches my arm. ‘Liv, it’s fine. Seriously. It doesn’t matter.’

I open my eyes. He sighs. ‘Obviously the stuff in the car wasn’t really about shoes. It was my childish ego shit. And, for your reference, a quick way to feel childish is to have your wife drop you off at the mall, then tantrum-stamp your way over to an event where you are triple the average age.’

I force a smile he doesn’t buy.

‘But. I want you to know I registered the issue. I can’t promise it won’t happen again, but I’ll work on it.’

As well as being a great cook, Mama Singh was a well-regarded psychologist, and Jai’s mature, intellectualised vulnerability always wrongfoots me. I recognise the gesture he’s making, though. Climbing out of his trench and stepping into no-man’s land. Not surrendering, but offering an armistice. After the day’s emotional whiplash, it melts me.

I lean over the kitchen island and rub his hand. ‘Thank you for saying that.’

My contribution to nuclear disarmament.

But I’m forgetting something. ‘And I’m sorry if it seems like I don’t care about your time. And what you give up for this family. It is noticed. I notice.’

It’s the right sentiment and he smiles. ‘You know what?’ He tosses a sprig of coriander on my head, as if garnishing me. ‘I reckon, fuck Saturday ballet. Edie needs a week off, and it’s way too gender-normie anyway. I say we go get the shoes tomorrow, together. Do brunch. Have some disgustingly wholesome family time.’

The ending of hostilities feels like sinking into an old couch. The day hits me and I’m suddenly so tired. ‘That sounds amazing.’

Jai skirts the island and hugs me. I try not to squeeze like a rescued bushwalker.

I exhale into him. ‘“Gender-normie”, huh? Is that what the kids on Minecraft are calling it, Grandpa?’

‘You laugh now, but wait till I give you a ride on my sick new Razor scooter.’





Chapter four

After leaving the Life and becoming a civilian, I never had Takunda’s urge to Get thee to a nunnery. But I understood the need to atone. Even during the Dante days, I tried to give back to society.

Frida, a bouncer at one of our spots, moonlighted as security for a women’s shelter. I’d give a rate – not free, but heavily reduced – to any woman seeking a permanent restraining order. Liese’s charity work, as Takunda called it.

The patronising prick.

This one job, Frida said she’d pay my fee herself. A woman had come all the way from Córdoba to escape her husband. Frida must have said I needed convincing, because the instant I walked in, the woman dragged me to the bathroom and stripped, showing me a scarified chronicle of cigarette burns, missing teeth, dents in her scalp. The Bastard had carved his name into her arse cheek. It had only got worse since her sixteen-year-old son ran away a year earlier, and if the Bastard found her now, she was dead. He owned taxis, one to drive, one for commission, and she said he had every cabbie in Córdoba looking for her. It was only a matter of time before he called driver friends in Madrid.

It was a long way to go on a discount, but I decided to make a trip of it. Córdoba is a beautiful city, awash with poky, colourful streets, sangria and flamenco. All the corny tourist shit I’d be embarrassed to do anywhere people knew me.

I found the house quickly. A thin two-storey stucco number with a hedge around its small yard. But Córdoba in summer is an oven. Shiny cobblestones. Close walls. Before even bothering to shower off my road-stink, I sat down at a shady café to consider my approach.

The woman just wanted him dead. To be free. Yet with every glass of ice-cold sangria – sweet and fruity, just that hint of bite – the injustice of it burned. The Bastard was everything I hated about my work. This cruel man reigned over his corner of the world, not because he was smarter, or his way was better. He reigned because he carried a big stick and used it often.

I lived in a world like that. I was that stick.

As I graduated to beer, then gin, tequila, cocaine et cetera, I realised the Bastard didn’t deserve an easy death, any more than he deserved this easy life he’d punched his way into. He needed to suffer as much as his wife had. No! He needed to suffer more. Thirty per cent more, I decided, in line with the pay gap.

I ordered another round and began plotting a proper send-off.

I woke the next day with a world-class hangover. Every drop of moisture had been wrung from my body, leaving me a desiccated sponge with body odour. It was already one-thirty. The Bastard would be up at three to prepare for the night shift. The equitable redistribution of pain I’d planned the night before was impossible. The instant I saw any bodily fluids from the Bastard, I was guaranteed to vomit DNA all over the crime scene.

But when I got there, I caught a break. The guy was already outside. Standing on the other side of the hedge, at the bottom of the stairs leading to the front door. I could just make him out. Breathing heavy. Rolling his shoulders and lifting his legs as if preparing for a run.

As he started for the door, I rushed in. Drew my .38. Put one in the back of his skull.

Clean, like she wanted.

The hangover. My fucking hangover.

And the heat. That fucking heat.

Laid out on the ground in front of me was the woman’s son. Seventeen now. As big as a man. Big enough, he must have thought, to save his mum.

He really did look like his father.

That’s the job that finished me. Unlike Takunda, I’ve banished any memory of their names. Except for Nathan the Accountant, of course, being my last.

It was the Bastard’s Son who broke me, though.

Correction: the Mother of Three broke me. But the Bastard’s Son started the rot.

~

I wake up to three messages from Vanessa.

10.31pm – Last guest gone! Debrief when you want? I think you’ll be haaaaappy 💃

10.48pm – All good then. Night was AMAZING!!! 🎉 Coleman sad to miss you. Think he’s got a crush.

12.13am – um wtf happened???

Jai has let me sleep till nine and the house is bustling. Washing machine running. Plates scraping in the kitchen. Outside, Edith and Leena giggle as they fill the birdfeeder, while the cockatoos screech impatiently and Gnarls barks at the birds to check their fucking privilege. As I shuffle into the kitchen, Jai is binning cereal leftovers and putting the girls’ bowls in the dishwasher. ‘Morning, my love. Coffee first?’

I murmur Mm-hm and drop into a chair. ‘Feel like a truck hit me.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he says, his attention already focused on Jai’s Coffee Method™. He rests the metal jug under the steam wand of our benchtop espresso machine, angling just so to swirl the milk into silky foam, while he tamps the coffee and either preps my mug with sugar or washes his KeepCup from the day before. Talking throws him off, so I sit quietly, blinking away the sleep fog as the machine squeals, sucks and rumbles. He presents my flat white with a mock-bow. ‘What order do we do today in?’

‘Park, shoes, lunch. Home in time for afternoon naps?’

‘Perfect.’

Laughter and screeches from outside. ‘Don’t, Leena!’ Edith yells.

‘Might have to swing by Ness’s first. She’s got the laptop and I have invoicing to do.’

‘MYOB has been a subscription for ages. I can just download it on your MacBook?’

‘Hey, buddy. You married Wilma Flintstone, live with your choices.’

He raises his hands in surrender. ‘Yabba dabba doo.’

Jai used to freelance in IT and has experience setting up software systems for financial companies. I have no idea if he could spot inconsistencies in my accounting records, but it seems safer to pretend I’m terrible with tech.

Edith wanders in. ‘Mummy, why aren’t I going to Pens and Cobs?’ She wipes her fringe from her eyes, reminding me I need to book a haircut. Leena trails behind, trackpants muddy at the knees. Gnarls pads beside her.

‘We talked about this, Edie,’ says Jai. ‘You’ll go to dance class next week once we’ve got the shoes. We’re going to have a nice family day.’

‘But why?’

‘Because Mummy’s too tired to face ridicule,’ I say.

‘What’s that mean?’

‘I’m going to ridi-cue,’ says Leena, pouncing on me to snuggle and giggle.

‘It’s not fair!’

Jai walks over and kneels in front of Edith. ‘Do you want to talk about why you don’t think it’s fair?’

‘Because.’

‘Can you tell me more?’

As Jai engages his active listening, I head for the shower.

The hot water drums over my body, flushing out any sleepy corners the caffeine couldn’t reach. I knead a knot in my lower back and go over the conversation with Takunda.

If he hadn’t been an entire arse, I might have told him my current ‘contentment’ is hard-won. The result of endless false starts.

At first, I tried gardening. All that fresh air and fingers in soil seemed a healthy counterpoint to murdering humans for cash. Our home’s previous owners had filled the yard with countless trees and bushes, and Mum said pruning and weeding would help them flourish. After three backbreaking sessions I decided, Who am I to tame wild souls?

Next it was pottery. Then short story writing. Yoga. Cycling. Dance. University courses in philosophy, history, literature.

Within a few weeks of anything, my inner commentary began. Why are you here? These people are pathetic. Which makes you pathetic. Are they simple, or am I broken? Is it both? What did I think I’d get out of this? And, finally, If not this: what?

Movie Club was a partial victory. I love the stillness of a cinema. Dark room, big screen, no pause button. I respect its complete disdain for my control issues. Even so, I prefer watching by myself than in a group. I always end up stuck next to some douchebag, who twists the conversation into a pretzel to use phrases like visual dichotomy and mise en scène, or insists every film is watered-down Scorsese/Cassavetes/Tarkovsky. We get it, Keith, your screenplay isn’t going well.

The PR agency was never meant to fill existential gaps. It started as a front. Between events and dinners, invoices from a dozen different stakeholders, fluctuating income and a volatile success/fail rate, it seemed a good way to launder my illicit Caribbean nest egg.

Enter Barbara. Sweet, incompetent Barbara. Dead husband. Children married off and with their own kids who don’t make the trip from Perth as much as I’d like. Barbara’s absent-mindedness and ill-placed faith in my personal ethics allowed me to fake entire campaigns. Ghost vendors paying through shell companies via offshore bank accounts. I shuffled receipts like playing cards, all while spending my days in movie marathons, long lunches, or the odd Brazilian jiujitsu class to stave off the aforementioned muffin top.

Hiring Vanessa was the best and worst decision I ever made. I was friends with her older sister back when we all went to the same tiny Catholic high school. The Grahams’ money meant little in our isolated Central Queensland town, but when they moved to Melbourne, they finally had access to schooling worthy of their prestige. From my anonymous Instagram stalking, it seemed Vanessa and her circle of rich white friends never left Melbourne Girls Grammar’s hallowed halls. They found richer, whiter boyfriends and hit each milestone as a pack. First marriage, first mansion, first Botox. Now thirty, their next phase (#bump #blessing #thenextgenerationisthefuture) loomed, so when Vanessa approached me about a job, I was confident she’d give twelve half-hearted months before availing me of my generous maternity-leave package. If it looked like the business was growing, I could wash more money, faster. Right?

No bueno!

Vanessa hit the ground at a sprint. Her first week, I wrote a laundry list of potential clients, varying in plausibility, to cold-call. She landed them all and scored accounts off her own bat, hitting up ex-schoolfriends who’d become partners at law firms, ex-models who’d built agencies and ex-drug dealers who’d segued into club ownership. She boosted the event management side of the business and hired Rabia, a part-time graphic designer, to offer in-house design. Within six months, I was turning a legitimate profit. I still did the movies and long lunches, out of principle, but found myself working ridiculous hours to make up the lost time.

I adore Vanessa, even if our eight-year age gap casts a long shadow. It sometimes feels like she’s a teenager and I’m her cool aunt – who’s lived in Asia, reads tarot cards and will buy her alcohol.

I owe her multiple apologies for skipping the launch and text her back before I’ve even dried myself, hair dripping splotches on the screen. I ask if I can come round to grab the laptop. She writes back in clipped sentences, emoji-free: Got a thing on. Meet you out.

During Jai’s dialoguing with Edith, our timetable has changed. We’ll get her shoes first, then the park, then lunch. Her dance teacher recommended a boutique near the mall, where a thin, older woman (wearing a cashmere cardigan, despite the heat) assures me we made the right decision buying from her instead of Kmart. I wasn’t aware that was an option and smile through the knowledge I’ve paid triple for shoes Edith will outgrow in months.

As she hands the box to Edie she says, ‘You’ll be the envy of all the little girls now, won’t you?’ Jai assures her the class has boys too, and that Edith also loves playing footy, which is a lie. Edith asks to wear her shoes to the park, sulking when we refuse. This sets Leena off crying because where are her shoes? A bumped head on the slippery dip and skinned knee under the monkey bars, and I declare lunch.

We go to Tiger by the Tail, a cute café nestled in an out-of-the-way strip of shops, back towards home. Jai has the girls convinced it makes the best babycinos in Melbourne, meaning we get to enjoy diaphanous poached eggs with miso-cured salmon and black sesame dukkah, and they get to think it’s their idea.

Our food is arriving when Vanessa walks through the door. Her friend Carmel trails behind. Carmel makes me feel a little better about misjudging Ness. She satisfies every stereotype of someone who grew up needing multiple outfits for the polo. Vanessa and Carmel both wear jeans and plain white tees, with big sunglasses and hair in a just-woke-up muss. I vaguely remember an age when I, too, looked good hungover.

‘Mummy, look, it’s Nessie!’

‘Munchkins!’

The girls swarm Vanessa. Edith launches into the Odyssey of the Shoes, turning her ankle to show them off since we’ve finally let her wear them. Leena adds loud Uh-huhs and We dids to ensure everyone knows she was a valued participant.

‘Hi, Carmel.’

Carmel pauses in her study of Tiger by the Tail’s decor and turns to me. Her face snaps into an expression that mixes surprise she’s run into me with joy, like I’ve made her whole year. ‘Oh, hey! I love that colour.’

I glance down at my red t-shirt, feeling first flattered, then suspicious she’s taking the piss, then conscious I shouldn’t care, then shocked at how close her face is, air-kissing my cheek.

Carmel’s hand lingers on my shoulder. ‘Ness says you guys are killing it. Some real boss-bitch shit.’

Her brazen swearing stuns Edith and Leena. I run a reassuring hand through Leena’s hair. ‘All down to Vanessa, for sure. You two staying to eat?’

‘Oh, not out here.’ Carmel stops. Laughs at herself. ‘Oh my God, what a bitch. I didn’t mean there’s anything wrong with it. We’re meeting people.’

Vanessa rolls her eyes at Carmel and hands me the work laptop. ‘Coleman wanted a copy of the final presentation, so I sent it through. Hope that’s all good.’

‘You are my once and forever saviour.’

‘You want to debrief now?’ Behind her strained tone, Vanessa is begging to ask about last night, but doesn’t want to give anything away to Jai.

‘I’ll just be a sec,’ I tell him and lead her outside.

‘We still have to meet everyone, remember, Ness?’ Carmel calls after us.

Vanessa positions us on the footpath so the dishwasher blocks Jai’s view through the windows. ‘Barbara called me last night.’

‘About the allergy thing?’

‘Um, no, Liv. About the giant scary man who may or may not have been in an African gang?’

‘Wow. Well, Barbs is fucking racist, for starters. He was a friend from uni.’

‘She was freaking out. Which had me losing it. And I’m trying to get through the launch, but meanwhile I’m thinking all this terrible shit, because I’ve never known you to bail like that.’

‘I’m sorry, Ness—’

‘I had to talk her out of calling the cops. And I only did that because it was you, and I couldn’t imagine anyone making you do something you didn’t want to. But then I was pissed at myself, because you being confident versus you scaring off some serial psycho are very different things, and it’s super problematic mixing them up.’ Her stress is building again.

‘My God, you must have been so worried—’

‘And the whole time Coleman’s asking, “Where’s the lovely Miss Olivia this evening?” like a fucking sleaze, and I don’t want to tell him you’re maybe dead in a ditch.’

‘I’m sorry, Ness. Really, I am.’

She pauses, unsure if she’s labouring the point. Decides to ram it home. ‘I’m not being disrespectful. I hope you know that. And the only reason I feel okay saying this is because I fucking love you and I love working for you. But I was really pissed off and I don’t think it was fair to put me in that position.’ She glares at the window display for the butcher next door, teary eyed, as if her pet lamb contributed to the special on chops.

‘Hey, listen.’ I rub her arm. ‘You’re a hundred per cent right. I fucked up. I shouldn’t have put that on you.’

She scowls at me. In her mental rehearsals of this argument, I’d obviously defended my behaviour, and it seems a waste not to use her rebuttals.

‘It was really unfair of me,’ I continue. ‘I got a bit of a shock and wasn’t thinking clearly. Another time I’ll fill you in on the whole friggen saga.’ Once I’ve had time to craft a better lie than emergency phở with Bryan, my university chum.

‘That guy wasn’t, like … You and Jai are okay, right?’

‘Oh God, it definitely wasn’t that. It’s all fine. And just know my main takeaway was that you are even more capable than I thought.’ I point at her, correcting myself. ‘But taking advantage of that is a dick move.’

She’s still unsure if there’s more to it.

I brush her arm again. ‘Seriously. Thank you. There isn’t enough champagne in the world. Okay?’

She nods and carefully dabs at her eyes. ‘God, it’s too early for panda eyes. And I’m sorry I went off. But I’m not really sorry because you deserved it.’

‘I did. Let me buy you brunch to apologise? Coffee? The Hope Diamond?’

‘I don’t know what that is,’ she says, laughing as she keeps wiping.

‘You make me feel so old.’

‘Sorry, get me two of them, then. Later, though. I have my thing to go to.’

When we re-enter the café, I can’t tell if Jai is annoyed becauseI excluded him from our conversation or because he’s had five unfiltered minutes of Carmel, who is currently deep into an animated retelling of accidentally exposing her bra on the dancefloor last night.

He doesn’t speak to me for the rest of our meal, so I’m not surprised that when we reach the car, he clips Leena into her seat and asks Edith to play the barbecue episode of Bluey on the iPad. He shuts the door. Turns to me. ‘My love—’

‘Ah, shit.’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘I just wanted to say, you and Vanessa don’t have to get all secret squirrel. I know about … the guy, last night.’

Fucking Barbara. ‘God, Jai, I’m so sorry. Look—’

‘I don’t want you to explain.’

‘But it wasn’t like that—’

‘I know it wasn’t. No part of me believes you were cheating on me last night.’

I say, ‘I’m glad,’ but ‘last night’ is doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence.

‘That’s the thing, Liv. I don’t really mean it in a good way.’

‘Okay …’

‘The reason I know you weren’t cheating is because you’re way too good with secrets to get caught by Barbara and the kids.’

I’m stunned a second. When he speaks again, the hurt in his voice makes my organs cringe.

‘I kept hoping you would tell me of your own accord. But at the same time, I knew you wouldn’t. Just like I know I shouldn’t expect you to say how you’re feeling, or volunteer information about the stuff you’ve been through.’

‘I’m just not like that.’

Jai looks at me like, This is the defence you’re going with? ‘You don’t talk to people. You’re vague about how you spend your days. You say you’re fine, you’re fine, you’re fine, then you explode. You can’t even text your print company without angling the phone away. I mean, do you realise how ridiculous it is telling someone with my background that you keep your bank accounts private from me “for tax purposes”?’

‘That’s different,’ I say, feeling myself flush away.

‘Daddy?’

‘Just a second, please, Leena.’

‘But I have to go toilet.’

‘Jai—’

‘Let me finish. You really should. Because now you probably think it’s bad, and it’s not that either. I’m trying to tell you, I had an epiphany about it all. I’ve been obsessing over last night, getting so pissed at you. Then it hit me: I knew you were like this when we got married. Me assuming you’ll change your behaviour, without ever calling you on it, is bullshit. It’s giving you a test I know you’ll fail, so I can tell myself I was right, or whatever.’

He grabs my hands so we’re facing each other like some ye olde marriage celebration.

‘I decided the big boy thing to do was to be open and just tell you. So this is me, ripping my heart out and just, like, sewing it to my sleeve. I’ve done a bunch of reading on PTSD for veterans—’

He sees me wince.

‘And I’m not saying that’s what this is, or pretending to understand what you went through over there. I’m just saying, you can tell me things. And I’ll listen. I’m interested in every single detail. You are one of my top three favourite subjects. That’s all.’

I open my mouth to respond.

‘Please don’t say anything back. I am aware this is a weird bit of honesty to hit you with after eggs, and I don’t want a response now. That’s not why I did it.’ He keeps talking as he pulls Leena out of the car, so I won’t get a word in. ‘I’ll take this one back to the café to pee, while you mull it over. Just know I love you. I meant all that “till death do us part” stuff, and as far as I know we’re both healthy, so we’ve got time to work. Which I’m here for if you are. Okay?’

He rushes away without letting me answer, desperate to get Leena down fifty-odd metres of footpath, back to Tiger by the Tail, before she gets bored of controlling her bladder.

I watch him go, feeling like I’m stoned.

The car door opens. Edith gets out and skips around to me. She pauses, pointing her toes to admire the ballet shoes. ‘Mummy, is Daddy being a shit?’

I force a frown so I won’t laugh. ‘Don’t use that word.’

Edith climbs onto the green-log barrier separating the grass from the footpath. The parking bays face a patch of yellowing grass, beside an apartment complex that’s seen better days. Two of the high windows are cracked and its brown brick wall is tagged with squiggly, indecipherable graffiti. She walks the log like it’s a balance beam. I hold her hand. ‘Careful, darling, that’s gymnasts not ballerinas.’

Jai has reached the café door and he opens it for Leena. He looks back. Smiles at me. My doting husband, leading our adorable daughter. An image to stick on my mental fridge.

‘Really, though,’ I whisper, ‘Mummy’s the one who needs to cut the shit.’

Edith’s eyes bug open, scandalised by me swearing on purpose and directly to her. She beams. Enjoying her induction into this new, mature club—

And an instant later, she’s gone.

All I hear is the faint purr of an engine. The whump of rubber hitting the kerb.

Everything goes still, like the world is considering what’s about to unfold.

Then glass, chrome and white panelling streak past my elbow. A violent tug at my hand wrenches my arm so hard it knocks me sideways. The log barrier crunches, splintering into toothpicks. A ute skids across the grass and hits the wall.

In real-time, I’m aware that sound will stay with me. It’s different from crashes in movies. Simpler. Dirtier. No slow-motion spins or tinkling glass. The tyres turn a quarter-second at most, before the short, sharp thud of bull bar hitting brick. The impact shudders through my feet as the shockwave hits my chest.

Then calm. A post-apocalyptic stillness.

The ute sits there, engine revving. Its dual cab is scratched up, bull bar twisted, windscreen cracked. The impact has lifted the back end, depositing its rear tyres diagonally from the deep tracks they’ve dug. A small crane, mounted to the tray, has busted a coupling and now sits crooked. One of those over-charging, multi-card ATMs you see in pubs is hooked to it. Bent and scorched floor panels are bolted to the bottom where it was torn free. The force of the crash has propelled the ATM into the ute’s rear window, smashing the glass to pebbles.

By the front wheel – among the overturned grass, cracked bricks and wood – lies Edith’s left ballet shoe.

The Driver’s door swings open and a man in a balaclava tumbles from behind the airbag. A 9mm pistol clatters from his lap, landing a few paces in front of me. The Driver ignores the gun, too busy rushing to the front of the vehicle.

When he sees the shoe, a noise rises out of him. A wailing moan, shifting into a long stream of ‘Ohfuckohfuckohfuck, nonononono.’ He takes off his balaclava, like this might change the view.

He’s young. Twenty at most. The stubble on his cheeks is patchy and his dirty-blond hair is shaved close on both sides but grows longer on top and at the back, twisting in unruly curls. He wears a dark blue zip-up hoodie, faded and stretched from wear, with thick jeans and boots spattered with mud and dried concrete.

The rear door opens and a smaller man leans out. A wavy black ponytail falls from his balaclava, reaching halfway down his back. ‘Bro, what the fuck did you do?’ Ponytail says. A slight Kiwi accent.

The Driver turns to me. Face pale. Mouth open. Soundless tears fall from his wide eyes. He looks down at the pistol, lying in front of me.

I can already feel how it would sit in my hand. The grip cold, compared with the lingering warmth of Edith’s little palm. Hold it firm, but don’t strangle. Light on the trigger. Don’t pull. Squeeze.

I imagine the Driver’s head opening at the back, like hot soup splashing.

Even thinking it, in that moment – the gun so close – an attack hits me like a train. Sweat rushes to my pores. I’m dizzy and breathless. Heart punching, punching, punching my breastplate.

The sensations mix with everything I know I’m about to feel. The wave of despair, swelling above me, ready to dump the instant I look closer at the point of collision. Where the ute’s bonnet meets the wall.

The Driver and I stand in the shadow of this wave together. His eyes beg me to pick up the gun. To shoot.

‘No!’

Jai is running towards us. Tiger by the Tail’s door hangs open, and staff and patrons gawk. Jai’s forgotten he’s holding Leena’s hand and she’s yanked off her feet, crying out. Without taking his eyes from the crash, he stabilises her, releases her hand and keeps running. I recognise the anguish on his face as something I’ll feel too. Once the wave hits.

A gunshot cracks from behind the ute. At the same time a bullet shatters a car window beside Jai. He throws himself down. He’s barely hit the ground before he crawls back and curls over Leena, shielding her with his body as another bullet fizzes through a café umbrella. The onlookers scream and run back inside.

A third man leaves the passenger side, aiming a .45. He’s whip thin, wearing all black. Balaclava wet with blood. The .45’s handle is wrapped in black tape, a loose strip dangling. The pistol switches to me. ‘Don’t fucken move.’ The Shooter drags the Driver by the hoodie. ‘Get ya gun.’

The Driver won’t stop staring at the crash site.

‘Useless cunt.’ The Shooter feints as if to pistol-whip me, warding me off as he releases the Driver. He bends, pockets the 9mm. Yells behind him, ‘Fix the airbag.’

A fourth masked man, wearing a tight t-shirt over a physique that would shame an action figure, jumps out the last door. He launches into the driver’s seat, knife in hand, stabbing and cutting the half-deflated airbag. Hacking it free.

The Shooter fires another shot towards Tiger by the Tail. I don’t look but hear glass shatter, followed by more screams. The Shooter pushes the Driver into the passenger side and gets in the back.

Muscles slams the ute into reverse. It pulls away from the wall with a tearing, crunching sound. The front wheel rim is bent and scrapes the tyre with each rotation. Muscles shifts to drive and the vehicle almost stalls, but putters up the road, comically slow to reach the speed limit. It disappears around a bend, and is gone.

‘Olivia!’

I don’t turn to Jai. I can’t. It’s taking everything in me to stay motionless. Eyes closed now. Settling myself in the fallout. In the lingering silence and smell of dust and diesel. The moment I look towards that wall, I’ll be through a portal. Into a new existence. A life After.

A sound builds around me. A whining. Wailing. Rising in pitch. Or maybe it was already there, and I’m just noticing it.Police sirens? 

No. It’s screaming. Shrieking. The howling of a banshee as she’s dragged down to Hell.

Have I been doing that this whole time?





Dylan

Dylan Curtis dangles his can of bourbon and Coke by its ring-pull, watching the aluminium stretch towards breaking. He’s drunk enough he only tastes syrup. The bedroom walls crowd him. The 9mm is heavy on his lap. Not in hand but at hand.

He didn’t even want to do the fucken job. Made a point of leaving the room whenever the others mentioned it. He already makes good money. Not a lot of money. Apprentice chippie, so shit-all money. But every dollar is ‘good’.

Now look what he’s done.

It went pear-shaped the moment the tow truck fell through. Crazy idea using one in the first place. But his brother, Leon, gets like that about his ideas. He spotted the tow truck – parked on the nature strip outside the depot instead of locked up – got inspired, and what could go wrong? Leon sees his will as a physical force, as immutable as gravity. If he wants to use a tow truck for a getaway vehicle, the streets will widen and the cops’ engines shrink in deference. So when Leon sent their klepto mate Connor to steal the thing and it was already gone, it sucked some romance from the plan. But it couldn’t kill it.

‘Didn’t you do a job for some gimpy bastard in Yea, had a crane on his ute?’

Six months ago, Dylan had filled in labouring for this old builder with one arm amputated below the elbow. Guy had a prosthetic but mounted a crane on his Ranger for lifting.

‘Nah, come on, Lee. You can’t rip off a disabled bloke?’

Leon had winked. ‘Equal opportunity goes both ways, little brother.’

‘You’d never keep it going, anyway. Clutch is stuffed. Takes ages to get the hang of.’

Dylan knew he’d fucked up immediately.

He sweated half his body weight into that driver’s seat as he waited outside the IGA supermarket. Broad daylight in balaclavas. Subtle.

‘People don’t carry cash anymore, do they, so you’ve got all these ATMs closing down. But some places still need them, cos old ducks don’t trust PayPass. Places without the foggiest about security.’

It was fine for Leon. Leon got away with things. He had his will and, if cornered, would cut your guts open and burrow out past your spine to get free.

Dylan wouldn’t get away, though. Too far to go. Too many steps.

Get in. Control the customers. Oxy torches to weaken the ATM’s anti-ram plate. Get out. Load up. Head to the Hills, up round the back to GPS blackspots, where ‘They probably can’t even track the thing.’ Probably. Cut the money cartridges out with an angle grinder. Torch the ute. Hope no one had stolen the dirt bikes they’d stashed. Cut off over paths the cop bikes couldn’t follow. ‘Piece. Of. Piss.’

When that chain hit the tow ball, Dylan jumped half a foot in his seat. He looked in the rear-view. Connor and that gym-junkie, Rekt, waving their arms. Connor with the blank face of his welder shield still down, looking like a sci-fi Ned Kelly.

Dylan gunned it. The sluggish ute laughed at the suggestion. Its clutch flirted with stalling, until he found the biting point and skidded off the mark. The chain rattling, gathering slack. A hard jolt through the chassis—

The ATM ripped out the sliding doors like a rotten tooth. Glass exploding, frames bending. It slid, sparking on concrete. Dylan hit the brakes and the ATM skated into the back with a bang. Connor and Rekt hooked it to the crane and engaged the lifter.

It was halfway on the tray when two shots rang from inside the IGA.

Dylan’s heart hit his seatbelt. Leon sprinted out the doors, grin peeking from the mouth-slit in his mask. Everyone shoving the ATM the rest of the way on. Piling inside. ‘Go go go!’ The ute hauling out. Rekt stripping his overalls, thumping Dylan on the shoulder to rev him up. ‘Fucken yes, mate!’

Dylan saying, ‘What was that?’

Leon smirking. ‘What do you think?’

Connor whispering, ‘Shit.’

Rekt laughing.

Panic bubbling up in Dylan like ginger ale. They were too visible. Had to get off the main roads. He swerved onto a side street.

‘Where you going?’

Dylan taking a left. A right. Dodging ghost cars. Cutting another corner. The tyre clipping the gutter. The ATM shifting. It was loaded wrong, or they hadn’t tied the thing down. The steering wheel whipping like a bull tossing its horns, sending them right at the kerb. Dylan seeing this fly of dark hair. A flap of summer fabric … then impact. The ute kicking up. Shifting. Planting. The boys swirling and dropping. Leon grunting as his head thunked the window. Yelling. The smash of glass.

Thick silence.

Dylan fumbling for the doorhandle. A clunk as it opened. Half-dreaming as he slid out. Feet crunching glass and soil. Stopping.

The Mother staring back at him—

‘What’s that for?’

Dylan jolts back to the present to find Leon standing over him, tinnie loose in hand. He reaches down and lifts the gun from Dylan’s lap. Dylan doesn’t stop him, but the tears are back. ‘I just … I fucking can’t, Lee.’

‘This again? We’re home free, you dipshit.’

‘The little girl—’

Leon slaps him so hard Dylan sees sparks. ‘You don’t see me crying about that supermarket fella, do you? Probably had a little Asian girl of his own. And he should have thought of that before getting lippy. Just like your kid’s mum should have thought to pull her out of the way. Poor tyke was bound to come to mischief, with that kind of neglect.’

Dylan sob-coughs.

‘You feel bad, because you think she was some sweet, innocent thing. But kids are only sweet cos they’re too stupid to be anything else yet. I’ve never met an adult who wasn’t secretly a piece of shit, and neither have you because we know the same people. You blowjobbing a bullet won’t help her.’ He taps the barrel on Dylan’s temple. ‘And you really think the cops won’t have questions for us, after you shoot yourself with an illegal gun? Think, dickhead.’

‘I have to do something. Get a message to the family. Turn myself in. Something.’

Leon is quiet. When Dylan glances up, the look on his brother’s face plugs his tear ducts.

‘Jesus, I wouldn’t tell them anything about you guys. I’d say I did it with strangers I met down the pub.’

The gun shifts in Leon’s hand. Knuckles whitening on the grip.

Dylan wipes his arm across his nose and sits back, nodding. ‘Nah, you’re right. I’m just pissed. Talking shit. Fuck ’em all.’





Chapter five

Kids don’t go to other kids’ funerals.

The parents will discuss it. Tight-stomached whispers, facing each other on their pillows. They’ll read the articles that say it can be healthy. A step in the process. But in the end, they’ll decide little Janice isn’t up to it. Not yet. No one wants their ‘child’ learning the concept of mortality via their kindergarten buddy in a box.

A six-year-old’s wake has no kids and no lollies. Just adults in church clothes, eating cheese plates and casseroles. So, along with everything else, you’re thinking, She would have fucking hated this.

‘I want to murder those bastards, with these hands.’ The words curdle in my father’s mouth as he wrings an imaginary neck.

‘Please, love.’ Mum pats his arm and nods towards Leena, who’s sitting in her lap.

Flinty resentment crosses Dad’s face, before he looks at his granddaughter. ‘Oh, darl.’ He grabs her hand between his and kisses the back of it, already weeping.

Despite Jai having a long talk with her, Leena has still been asking where Edith is. Referencing things they’ll do when she comes back.

Something about the wake has registered, though – its leaden air – because she hasn’t spoken a word.

Leena was always the one I didn’t worry about. As a baby, she’d nap in anyone’s arms and, from the second she could talk, would air our family business to strangers in the supermarket.

Edith was trickier. No sleep. Constant reflux. Couldn’t be put down without screaming. Until six months old, baby effectively borrows their nervous system from Mum, Jai had read aloud from a book on attachment parenting.

He glanced at me, and I imagined him seeing one of those typewritten medical files from the movies: ‘Military Post Traumatic Stress Disorder’ written in Courier New.

Then she’ll be very resilient, he added, and kissed my forehead.

Mum hugs Leena harder. She and Dad arrived days ago, suitcases bursting with their unique grief responses. Dad’s coping strategy is to announce daily plans for vigilante justice. Guns, tyre irons, hangings. Should call a couple of guys from your old platoon to go to work.

Mum will scold him, so by mid-afternoon – half-a-dozen stubbies down – he reclassifies these plans as Top Secret Clearance Only, outlined to me, alone, during whispered briefings in the hallway. Dad has positioned us as the Family Realists. The only ones who know the true depths of human evil and have the stomach for the acts necessary to exorcise it.

But every violent fantasy leads to the same hapless expression on his face. A realisation his arthritic hands are past their strangling days.

Mum’s energy more resembles a compressed spring. She rushes from chore to chore, leaving them all half-finished, not out of distraction but to keep me from doing anything. I’ll handle that, you just …

She can never finish what I should just do, though. Rest? Cry? Scream? Die? I’d appreciate the direction.

Mum coils tighter and tighter, until she twangs apart with something like, Oh, Livvy. Our beautiful little Edith. It’s just such a waste.

Edith. Even her name throws my poor choices back in my face. We named her after the singer Edith Piaf. Our little sparrow. It was supposed to be cute. The mixed-race child of knee-jerk progressives getting a hipster, old-world moniker. Now it feels like I cursed her. All the tragedy with none of the album sales, I imagine quipping at dinner parties, before swilling my martini and smashing the delicate glass over my fac—

‘Who would bring a child to this?’

Jai is staring at the Bradfords, who’ve just arrived. Little Micah stands between his parents, hands fussing at a scrunch of fabric where his shirt has come untucked.

Jai asked the question without venom, but his tone shifts. ‘How did they think that would make us feel?’

He looks at me for validation. At Mum and Dad. We give him nothing, deafened by our inner monologues.

‘I should say hello.’ Jai pushes off his knees and rises to greet the latest wave.

Every funeral has the tight smiles. The here-if-you-need arm rubs and life, huh? looks. But when it’s your child (Jesus, when it’s your child), no one even pretends to understand. The empathy costs too much. They can’t risk putting themselves in your shoes even momentarily. Instead, they approach with arms outstretched, ready to catch your twigs-and-cloth body as it folds. They cut every speech short, lest you collapse under the weight of a full sentence. ‘I just—’ ‘I don’t—’ ‘I can’t—’

And they’re right. They don’t. They can’t.

Their child is a bundle of future memories. They’ll be amazed by, angry at, disappointed in, infuriated with, and afraid for them for years to come.

Mine is frozen in amber.

These people haven’t learned there is a reason medical staff give bad news in bland rooms. Because memories slip off beige walls and stainless steel, but they cling to bricks and trees. Memories out in the real world are viral. For the rest of your life, that type of bush, or building, or road, or car will snap you back.

Back to an empty shoe in the street.

Unwilling to face them, I hang around the wake’s edges. The shallow ends. Nod as Edith’s teacher mumbles platitudes. Weep on the shoulders of Edie’s unofficial nondenominational godmothers, Tammy and Farah. Vanessa runs merciful interference as I thank everyone for their kind comments, before excusing myself to get yet another coffee I’ll abandon after two sips.

I marvel at Jai’s ability to dive in headlong. To truly appreciate their presence. It’s one of many gaps that’s formed between us since the police interview. When we pass each other in the house now, we both step aside, repelled like wrong-sided magnets. We limit our conversations to Leena or groceries. Or we take it in turns to sob. Never crying together, though.

Between this, no sleep and microdosing caffeine, time is beginning to warp.

Detective Senior Sergeant Trung Vinh of the Victoria Police Homicide Squad was mid-forties and thin. He sat with perfect posture but, instead of making him look stern, it gave an air of calm awareness. He offered condolences but didn’t choke up or ramble, which was nice. He recognised our loss and how useless any words would be.

Detective Senior Constable Perry Fitz was almost a decade younger, yet his curly hair was already greying at the temples. He was burly and stubbled, with yellowing teeth. Not British meth-addict yellow, cigarettes and coffee yellow. The image of Edie’s body in the street still sat over everything, like a watermark, and I craved distractions like this. Thinking how odd it was to see teeth like his on someone of a similar age to me, gainfully employed. Fitz said the right words, and lots of them, but his tone shifted every time he mentioned ‘the Incident’, like Jai and I were dementia patients who’d shat ourselves in the dining hall.

As a rule, I don’t trust police. Granted, the ones I’ve known weren’t the pick of the litter. Cops who became hitters were different from the rest of us. They were older, for starters. And they brought with them this scary, nuclear nihilism. Long careers steeped in violence, cruelty, corruption and greed – watching ‘good’ people suffer as ‘bad’ people thrived – had squashed their sense of a moral order. To them, the factors separating murderers from victims were circumstance and opportunity, not character.

Vinh seemed too cool-headed for this mindset. As if he’d always known the world was a corrupt cesspit so couldn’t be disillusioned. Fitz had it in him, though. Fitz was just a dozen more grisly crime scenes and a few missed promotions away from being someone to fear.

‘Anything else you remember?’ Vinh said. ‘Distinctive features? Tattoos? We’ve got everyone possible working on this, so the smallest detail could help.’

‘They wore masks,’ I said. ‘The beanie things.’

‘Do you mean a balaclava?’ Fitz said. You remember your grandson, don’t you, dear? He’s here to read you a story.

‘Could you tell their ethnicity?’

‘White. They were white, I think.’

‘Age?’

‘Not sure.’

‘Witnesses from the supermarket said one guy was big, solidly built,’ said Fitz. ‘Another had a ponytail. We couldn’t get much on the man who shot Mr Zhang, the owner of the IGA.’ For my benefit he added, ‘We’re reasonably confident the perpetrator was male.’

‘Poor Mr Zhang’s family,’ said Jai. ‘Those evil fucking monsters.’ He glanced at the cops, worried they might arrest him for swearing.

‘Seems likely it was the same individual who fired on you, Mr Singh.’

Jai nodded. ‘He was big too. Six foot at least. Maybe a neck tattoo? But it could’ve been stubble. It was hard to see at that distance, and the building’s corner was in my way.’

The cops turned to me. I shook my head. ‘They looked normal to me.’

‘The licence plate was YGL-53K,’ said Jai, getting two letters wrong. ‘I made sure to remember it.’

‘We found the vehicle, actually,’ said Vinh.

‘Torched,’ said Fitz. ‘It was stolen anyway.’

‘It’s understandable if you don’t remember, Ms Hodges. It might come back in a day or two. You call us whenever.’

‘Yeah, you’ve had a really hard time,’ said Fitz, cocking his head sympathetically. He’d recast me from an old woman to a tween girl, who couldn’t be expected to help, what with all that menstruation and fainting over boy bands.

‘You served in Afghanistan, didn’t you?’ said Vinh.

‘A long time ago,’ I said, thinking he was questioning my lack of a soldier’s recall.

‘In my experience, an incident like this can cause things to resurface. Stressors. Please let us know if we can connect you with someone to talk to?’

‘They, um, referred us to the, um—’

‘We have great psychologists through Victims of Crime. But, to be honest, what you went through … that kind of complex grief is best handled by a specialist. I can give you the name of someone good.’

Fitz didn’t look at his fellow detective, but his eyes narrowed slightly in surprise.

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.

‘We’ll be working out of the Belgrave station for the duration of the investigation. You need anything, we’re close.’

We thanked them and left. As we reached the car, Jai said, ‘You’re normally so good with details.’ Realising how that sounded, he added, ‘You must have been terrified.’

I nodded. I couldn’t tell him the truth. I couldn’t say that, when I thought back to the crash, terror wasn’t front of mind.

What I felt was guilt.

When I pictured that ute, careening onto the footpath, I was behind the wheel. When Jai shielded Leena from bullets, my finger squeezed the trigger. Mum saying Edith’s death was a waste made me feel wasteful, and Dad strangling murderers put hands round my throat.

Our gorgeous little girl was dead, because of me. Because of the evil things I’d done.

Jai and I aren’t religious. He grew up Sikh but turned agnostic in his late teens. His official stance is to respect all spiritual practices, while railing against the institutions regulating them.

What I could never admit to him – what Jai can’t admit to himself – is that when you grow up with religion, it never disappears. It goes dormant in good times but flares up when you’re sick or weakened. Like a cold sore. I grew up Catholic, and while I don’t technically believe in any religion, all of them weigh on me. All the time. That’s why I recognised Edith’s death for what it was.

Divine intervention.

Children die of leukaemia. Brain tumours. Drowning in pools. Even car crashes, sure. But car crashes involving getaway vehicles? Fleeing murder scenes?

This was retribution. Karma, for all those lives I’d ended before their time. Payback, for the mothers who’d wept over children I stole. Fully grown, haemorrhoid-on-humanity’s-anus children, mostly, but stolen all the same.

My card had been pulled. The universe was settling debts.

As I explain all this to Takunda, standing by the magnolias, he appears doubtful.

‘Liese, it—’ He squints. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’

I was surprised when he showed up at the wake. Dipping his head slightly to clear our kitchen doorframe. It felt like a French farce. Me, scrambling to keep my worlds apart. What class did you have together in university? Jai would ask. Literature, I’d say, just as Takunda said Engineering. Then, together, Engineering Literature!

Part of me was relieved, though. Before, when Takunda claimed to know the real me, it was condescending bullshit. But he does have a unique window into this divine retribution theory. My cosmic debt.

We’ve been walking the garden for forty minutes. Other mourners have appeared on the back verandah, either looking for me or getting a break from the oppressive atmosphere inside. They’ve watched us, considered interrupting but decided against it and wandered back in. Jai’s even poked his head out twice. Once to find me. Then again so I couldn’t ignore that he’d found me. I should introduce him to Takunda, but don’t feel up to expanding the Bryan-from-uni origin story.

‘I understand the impulse to blame yourself. Of course I do.’ Takunda sidesteps to avoid a line of ants. ‘But karma isn’t about life getting revenge on you. Your daughter’s death has nothing to do with your past. For starters, I’m not sure you’ve followed your own logic. Do you really see God – any god – using those men as holy instruments? When you killed people, did you feel His hand on yours?’

‘Not God, no.’

Takunda snorts. Spreads his arms in a eureka pose. ‘Oh, I am sorry, Liese. I didn’t realise the depths of your self-flagellation. Lucifer Himself has made you His special project, is that what I am hearing?’

‘You know it’s traditional to go easy on a grieving parent?’

Mum comes to the sunroom’s window, catching my eye. She angles her head and grimaces as if to say, It’s a trying time, yes, but you’re disappointing your guests.

I wave dismissively, feeling mature I didn’t stop at one finger.

‘I’m worried about you, Liese. I know where thoughts like this lead. I’ve been there.’

I think about the 9mm clattering out of the ute. Lying on the ground in front of me. The Driver all but begging me to use it. ‘You think I’m about to fall off the wagon?’

Takunda shakes his head as if I’m past help. ‘You have my number. I hope you’ll use it.’ He leans in and kisses my cheek, too long to be casual. He waves to Mum on his way up the stairs.

I find Leena sitting with Dad. He’s watching her play on Jai’s iPad, a machine he previously threatened to smash with a crowbar before it rots the girls’ bloody brains. I lift her up and hug her. Squeeze her cells into mine.

She doesn’t resist, or speak. Just presses her face in my neck.

~

Everyone leaves. Mum puts Leena down for a nap, and she and Dad retreat to their room on the far side of the house. It’s barely 3pm, but the thought of facing the rest of the afternoon and evening is unbearable.

I find Jai on the verandah, gripping the painted metal railing, watching a pair of kookaburras flit around the trees at the bottom of the yard. As I take the chair next to him, his head drops and he starts to cry.

It’s reassuring that Takunda has reached the same conclusion as me. About the murderers, that is. I’m still convinced Edith’s death was payback for my sins, but going over it in my mind, I’ve realised a key point.

The men who killed her aren’t, themselves, avenging angels. They aren’t tools of holy retribution. Or heralds of an Old Testament God.

They’re sinners. Like me.

Our Creator has brought divine Wrath down upon my head, but that doesn’t stop me dispensing some mortal wrath of my own.

I rap on the chair leg. ‘I’m going for a drive.’

Jai gives a mix of nod, headshake and shrug. A gesture of carte blanche.

I drive, deep into the Melbourne suburbs. I make two stops. First, a bottle shop, where I buy the fanciest small-batch shiraz-cask gin I can find. Next, I find a poky rundown computer store and purchase a refurbished second-hand laptop.

Then, I go hunting.





Chapter six

I used to have minions for this work. More accurately, Dante had minions I borrowed. Sallow-skinned, neck-bearded twenty-somethings, up to their (dilated) eyeballs in programs, databases and networks.

They were eager to help, since being foreign and female made me an oddity, but they creeped me out. I never knew if they saw their data as innocuous. What they did wasn’t as bad as what I did. Of course it wasn’t. But their detachment was disturbing. Did they imagine the people I was chasing as code, bleeding in binary? Was it a video game to them? A drone strike, based off coordinates, not questioning whether they hit a weapons silo or a wedding?

Without minions, or databases, I have patience. Patience and the hope these men are active on social media.

I start with a simple document. Dot points. Subheadings. Questions and sub-questions. Certainties in bold (there are few). Guesswork italicised (a growing list). A mind map. The first vertebrae of a spine, which will become a skeleton, which will become a dinosaur.

I pegged the Driver at twenty, but settle on a bracket of eighteen to twenty-two. A tradie, perhaps, by the boots. His rangy build might be because he hasn’t filled out yet, but he looked fit. Sport-fit, rather than gym-fit.

I’ve seen that hairdo before, too. Shaved at the sides, higher on top and long at the back. A horrible mullet-mohawk hybrid. The kind of haircut that rips through high schools like a virus. A six-month fever boys emerge from, peering into mirrors and rubbing their heads in confusion. My town, my generation, had the undercut. His is the mullet-hawk.

Haircuts like that are more a country-town thing. Places where potential mates have fewer options; the dating Darwinism isn’t so cutthroat. Mixed with the Shooter’s bogan drawl (ya, fucken), I’m guessing this gang lives rurally. Very outer suburbs, at least.

What else is there?

The ute was a work vehicle. The crane, the chipped paint, cement dust in the tray. Another tick for the tradie theory. It was stolen, yes, but thieves take what they’re familiar with. What they have access to. Submarine captains don’t steal 747s.

The muscly one will have a favourite gym. Maybe even a bodybuilding community. Is that something?

Ponytail didn’t do much to distinguish himself, but his hair and accent might help. Likely Māori, or Pasifika in some way.

Nothing is too minor. Nothing is discounted. This is improv: yes, and. List everything before drawing any links. Don’t let possibilities calcify into assumptions.

I’m enjoying the needle-in-a-haystack aspect too. The wider the beam I cast, the more fun to hone it down. Focus it into a laser that will sear the Driver’s retina out of his fucking skull.

By the time I’ve organised everything into a loose structure, it’s getting dark. I’ve moved Brum-Brum every half-hour to avoid drawing attention, but the laptop’s glow will stand out now. The gin has that warm-gin taste, like potpourri soaked in petrol. I have three missed calls from Mum and Dad, and a message from Jai: You okay?

When I walk in, Mum is cling-wrapping leftovers. ‘Do you think all this will survive?’ The food has been congealing on the kitchen bench for hours, moved there by guests wanting to be helpful but too nervous to rummage through the fridge for space.

‘I doubt it.’

Mum’s expression shifts. I’m not getting away with my drunkenness as well as I thought.

‘You didn’t drive like that?’ Dad says from the couch in the sunroom, quarter-tumbler of whisky in hand, Gnarls Barkly snoring in his lap.

‘Evan,’ Mum warns. He goes back to staring out the dark window.

Mum squints, like it might clarify my edges. What a disappointment I must be. She managed to raise me to adulthood, while baking every birthday cake (mine and Dad’s), taking me to every activity and volunteering as office manager for the local Smith Family. Jai handles our home stuff and I still couldn’t keep both children above ground.

‘Honey, I’m so sorry. You must feel … it’s all so horrible.’

I drop my handbag beside some ossified brie. ‘It’s not ideal.’

Her lips tighten. She moves away from her wrapping station, flips on the hot water and grabs detergent from under the sink.

‘We’ve got the dishwasher, Mum.’

‘It won’t do the big plates properly.’ Her smile stretches thin. ‘Need to keep my hands busy anyway.’

I’m thirsty but can’t get to the tap without being in her way or interrupting the hot water. We have juice in the fridge, but that would mean facing our family photos, crucified on their novelty magnets. Less than two metres away, Edith scrunches her face, limbs akimbo as she hits the bottom of a waterslide. She wears a salwar suit at Jai’s cousin’s wedding. Hugs my pregnant belly. Pats Gnarls as a puppy. Ignores baby Leena in favour of Christmas presents. Holds toddler Leena’s hand as she ambles away from the camera, dappled light falling through autumn leaves. All we’re missing is ‘Live Laugh Love’ in Helvetica.

‘Might go to bed,’ I say. I’ve cried enough in my kitchen for one day.

I shuffle down the hall, past its bare floorboards and exposed brick: minimalist touches that ‘harmonise the residence’s quaint, rustic appeal with its sturdy construction’ and made it go for ninety thousand above the range. Jai has this bit he recycles for guests, about bare floorboards and exposed brick being faux vulnerability for houses. The celebrity Instagram of real estate. Love me uncarpeted but let me keep my varnish! Then he’ll wink, And we wonder why it’s so cold in here? Ironic bow to acknowledge he’s being pretentious, while more subtly acknowledging he is also very clever.

God. Jai must be so pissed with me. Staying out late like this is smearing rancid aioli on the shit sandwich I’ve served him the last few days.

I inch into our room to find him lying on the bed, curled up with Leena. He’s staring at her as if restraining himself from stroking her hair. He looks up at me and his eyes narrow.

I’ve never seen him so tired. So wretched. Even when Leena was a newborn and Edie was throwing Look at me, too! tantrums every five minutes.

With a sigh, he slips his arms under Leena, careful not to wake her. He gives me a wide berth as he carries her out the door.

Fair play.

I peel off my dress and unhook my bra, but make the mistake of sitting down to remove my underwear. I freeze on the bed, staring into the wardrobe. This is where I live now.

Jai returns to find me hunched over. I have the impulse to straighten to a more flattering pose. Hate myself for caring about that, today, of all days. Then slowly do it anyway, hating myself even more.

‘Already at the stage I can’t be trusted around our daughter, huh?’ I say.

‘What?’

‘We should be okay. Killing two in one week would be a stretch, even for me.’

I’m prepared for denial, reassurance or even anger. But he just looks wounded. ‘Jesus, Liv, am I really that horrible?’

I can’t handle having his eyes on me and force myself up. I potter around, looking for pyjamas, bending my knees instead of tilting, for fear I’ll topple.

‘I don’t care you’re drunk,’ he says. ‘Of course you’re drunk. We buried Edie today.’

He shakes his head and his hands go to his face. His voice comes wet and snuffling.

‘I can’t … I can’t fucking breathe. I gave Leena melatonin and I’ve just been lying here, waiting until she was out so I could grab your dad’s Scotch from Christmas. I just didn’t want her to smell the alcohol on us. Like, would that mess her up? Teach her to handle problems that way? It sounds so silly now. And of course you’d want to say goodnight. Especially tonight. I’m sorry. Fuck. I’m just so, so sorry.’

He dissolves into sobs.

I drag myself over, take a deep breath and hug him. Within seconds, we’re both bawling. United at last.

‘I don’t understand why this happened to us,’ he says.

~

Jai and I grab the Scotch, two mismatched glasses and the girls’ outdoor beanbags. We head to the bottom of the yard, where it’s darkest. I feel bad taking the red beanbag – Edith’s – but leaving it behind on the verandah seems worse.

We slip on tree roots and scrape against bushes. Possums scatter, shaking branches and thumping on the garage’s tin roof. The air is laced with jasmine and grevillea. Mosquitos nag at my ears and every shifting hair feels like one landing to bite. I resist the urge to slap at them, rationing my vengeance.

We find a flat patch and sit. It’s a warm, clear night and the stars are full. I always brag that we see more of them than city dwellers, but I rarely look.

After the floral gin, Dad’s single malt tastes sour and burnt. I take a long sip and wash it around, feeling it numb my tongue.

‘You think I should have done it, don’t you?’ I say.

‘Done what?’

‘With the gun.’

Jai’s beanbag rustles as he turns to me. ‘You mean, shoot the guy?’

‘Do you hate me because I didn’t?’

‘Hate you? Liv, is that what you think?’

‘I could have just … He deserved to die.’

Jai sits with this. ‘He did. He does. But if you’d—’ He blows a puff of air. Dribbles more Scotch into his glass. ‘I should have done it. Like, if I ran straight at him, and kept yelling the whole time, I could’ve overwhelmed him and … But then what? Those other bastards would shoot me. Probably kill you too. And Leena …’ He can’t bring himself to complete the thought experiment.

The beanbag rustles harder as he rolls out one-handed, keeping his drink aloft. His silhouette wobbles over the uneven ground and he drops down to my bag, shifting me onto my side. He shuffles his weight and hugs tight, the beans settling him on top of and behind my hip.

‘None of this is your fault, Liv. Believe that, please. None of it. Those pieces of shit killed our little girl. Them and them alone.’

I don’t answer.

‘Please.’ He squeezes tighter. ‘I can’t lose you, too. I seriously can’t.’

I exhale and snuggle into him. I want another sip of whisky but worry I’ll disturb our equilibrium, literally and figuratively. Even with the exhaustion, the mozzies and the uncomfortable seating, it’s the best I’ve felt since the crash.

There’s so much at stake now, going after the Driver and his friends. Should I risk sliding down the mountain I’ve spent eight years climbing? It’d be worse, too, because now I know how hard the climb was. And I have further to fall. There’s every chance I’ll crash through my previous rock bottom, into the sewer of a life without Leena and Jai.

‘You couldn’t just kill him, though, surely,’ says Jai. ‘Even if the others weren’t there, it wouldn’t be that easy.’ He stammers, ‘Shit, that sounded bad. I didn’t mean it, you know, sexist … ly.’

The last word is thick with booze and fatigue. I have to mentally rewind to work out what he said that might be interpreted as sexist. I realise Jai wasn’t suggesting that shooting the Driver would be hard, full stop. He meant: It wouldn’t be that easy … for you.

‘Forget I said that. I don’t know what I’m talking about. I’m so fried.’

He’s quiet a moment, eyes skyward. Insects chirp.

‘I just meant it’s not your fault you couldn’t do it. I don’t want to gender it – and it’s not an undeniable truth, or anything – but I don’t think most women have that in them. Like you’ve got the mama-bear instinct thing, but not the practice, you know? So asking you to just do it is … Boys grow up wrestling and punching each other from when we’re little, little kids. Shooting fake guns … Though you’ve used some real guns, I guess.’ Realising he’s strayed back into ‘sexist … ly’ territory, Jai adds, ‘And that’s the sad thing, you know? Society puts us in boxes, and we’re stuck in them.’

I understand what he means now.

In my reaction to the crash, I failed the litmus test for all genders. I wasn’t the vengeful father, but I wasn’t the capital-M Mother either. The Mother who wades through bullets. Who, in the moment, summons impossible strength to lift a car off her trapped infant.

Those superpowers are reserved for women with sharper instincts. Women capable of a deeper, more pure love.

The Mama Bears.

Why is the gold standard of maternal protectiveness always bears and lionesses? We are literally told not to poke bears when they’re sleeping, lest they tear us limb from limb. They have teeth and claws and body mass. Should I be impressed when a creature like that leaps to defend its child from a soft and fangless human? The equivalent of me shooing a nippy Chihuahua?

These days, in polite society, isn’t a mother’s most common defensive scenario more like facing a bear? Standing her ground against the primal ferocity in her kitchen, lounge or bedroom. Yelling, stretching tall and waving her arms, desperate to seem bigger than she is. Because once the beast sees through this façade, all she has left is sacrifice. To draw the attack away from her offspring and be lionised (ha!) as a noble human shield.

‘I’m just saying, don’t blame yourself. You couldn’t have … Shit,’ Jai laughs bitterly, ‘if anything, revenge is my job. But I just lay on the ground, didn’t I?’

He tries to snuggle in. I stiffen.

‘I’m glad you didn’t try anything, Liv. Because you’re alive now.’

I stay rigid.

‘You okay?’ Then: ‘Wait, are you pissed off? I didn’t mean anything by it. Honestly. You know I don’t think like that.’

I don’t respond. A possum growls overhead.

Jai sighs. ‘Fine. Sorry.’ He rolls away and moves back to his beanbag.

I get up, shuffle through the dark and head to bed. I sleep. Only three hours, but deep. Restorative. Instincts kicking in. My body preparing itself for what lies ahead.

Mama Bear needs her rest.





Chapter seven

Starved for new information, the news outlets covering the robbery have begun their Map and Timeline Phase. Infographic timelines. Inset photos of the IGA, Tiger by the Tail, shattered windows. Bullet-hole graphics peppering the story, the burnt-out ute, the photo of the dead supermarket owner, Paul Zhang, and Edith’s smiling school picture.

The one fresh detail – newly learned or newly printable – is a dot on the map for Yea, the town where the ute was stolen. It fits with my rural theory, but I’m not congratulating myself yet. In a place like Yea, with a population under twelve hundred, the police will know every rat-fucking ne’er-do-well capable of a crime like this. No one’s been arrested, so I put the ute aside and focus on the Driver.

I’ve never participated in social media. Not meaningfully. Facebook and Instagram require too much sharing of yourself (with limited control over who sees it), I’m too old for TikTok, and while Twitter has funny memes, it isn’t conducive to a life of peace. Through fake profiles, I’ve seen enough to get the jokes and clutch my pearls in fear for our youth, but I couldn’t truly engage with a platform. Learn its tone or rhythm. I’m disconnected from the thing everyone else is disconnected within; welcome to my TED Talk.

But with a task? A purpose? Finding one sporty, country-boy tradie, among all the sporty, country-boy tradies? The challenge thrills me.

I start by combing the Instagram and Facebook feeds of every educational institution in the state that offers Building and Construction, Plumbing, Electrotechnology, Carpentry, Mechanical Technology or Horticulture. I sift through reams of graduation selfies, expo displays and ‘candid’ campus shots. No luck.

I move on to the accounts for every shire council and local member within a hundred kilometres. Browse endless snaps of hard-hatted MPs holding shiny shovels, posing with construction crews. But no Driver.

I switch tack. Leisure time. Activities a rat-fucking ne’er-do-well might use to distract himself from the hole in his dark heart. I scour the pages of every bar, gastropub, nightclub and dive. So much frothy beer and cleavage, but he’s not among them.

Each hour I drive to a new café, linger in the car to take a genteel sip from the day’s gin bottle, then pick a table outside, within wi-fi range but out of view of any security cameras.

I can already see I won’t get anywhere sticking to official feeds and sanctioned pics. I need to get dirty. Swim with the unmoderated masses.

Like a teen trying her first cigarette, knowing she’ll cough, I tap the hashtag key.

#countryfooty offers a goldmine of young men. Instagram, TikTok and Facebook are awash with sweaty, red-cheeked youths in shorts and singlets, caught in poorly framed action shots or raising a Number 1 finger beside a premiership trophy. Multiple lanky builds. Multiple mullet-hawks (I’ve started noticing how many Inner North hipsters rock that style, too – maybe the outbreak is bigger than I thought?). #countryfootball #localfooty #countrysport and #juniorsport add to the trove. I move anyone resembling the Driver into a fresh tab. My browser looks like an accordion.

I drill down, googling the football teams of every town in the state. Search homepages and feeds for Lions, Pioneers, Stingrays, Swans, Tigers and Bulldogs. Prefix each club’s name with #carnthemighty and #upthe. Not a whiff. My eyes are squares.

I take a fifteen-minute break to scream in my car.

Jai texts me something about checking in. I barely read the words because the message has lit up my background pic: Edith and Leena in fairy face paint.

Am I locking myself into the footy angle? It’s a common pastime for country kids, but not the only pastime.

I experiment with local pride instead: #seymourvictoria #bendigolife. Peruse event calendars and crosscheck images from rodeos, field days, outdoor cinemas, shows, fetes, sausage sizzles, woodchopping, fireworks and carols by candlelight.

‘You’re showing your age,’ I say with a chuckle, earning a quizzical look from the couple at the next table. The only time young people engage in ‘organised fun’ is if there’s a chance to rub up on each other. Sexual tension. That’s the ticket. Target opportunities for sloppy kisses and drunken fumblings in dark corners.

This will work.

I look at local dances. Graduation parties, eighteenth and twenty-first birthdays. Ceremonies and life-markers. I’m assaulted by a deluge of thumbs up, drinks up, kissy face, duck face, devil’s horns and ridgy-didge (Though do they call that something else now?). People laughing. People joyful.

Fuck these strangers, one and all.

It’s past midday and I didn’t eat breakfast. I take an extra-big drink to quieten my stomach’s gurgles and growls. I’m no longer sure if the booze is fuelling my search or commemorating its failure.

‘Edie. I’m failing.’

I’m ready to cry. But an impatient, sober voice chips in, Because this isn’t a system, idiot.

The voice is right. I’m not whittling down or refining my search. I’m re-creating the same astronomical odds, over and over, in multiple categories. And what if the Driver doesn’t even have social media? Like, as some kind of statement. Do young people care about that? Or are their lives so embedded in these platforms it’d be like opting out of food? How else will I find him? Will I traipse town to town, doorknocking every fucking—

Breathe.

The data is there. Modern society is built on data. It’s the tool for monitoring, controlling, selling things to us.

‘You’re meant to help sell things for a living, why aren’t you better at this?’

Mid-swig, it hits me.

The best digital trackers don’t work for law enforcement or intelligence organisations anymore. Nowadays, they’re in marketing. They hunt us with theories and tools.

Tools like ‘buyer personas’.

A buyer persona is like an avatar for a marketing company’s perfect consumer. Their dream date. They take existing customer data – age, job, suburb, online activity, shopping habits, recreational behaviour et cetera – and mash it all together to build a fictional person. One Middle-Aged Man, Desperately Following Fashion Trends to Stay Relevant, who represents all Middle-Aged Men, Desperately Following Fashion Trends to Stay Relevant. They work out the optimum conditions under which MAMDFFTTSR is most susceptible to advertising and marketing. Then bombard anyone like him at that time, in that place, using that format.

I can reverse-engineer this Orwellian fuckery. Find men who are like the Driver. Chart their behaviour. Then look at everyone else doing the same stuff. It’s the kind of data crunch that usually requires fancy programs, and the sheer scale of the task could drive me to drink (ha, *swig*). It is a system, though.

I get to work. Find twenty men: eighteen to twenty-two years old, tradies, regular sport, living regional or outer suburbs, within a hundred kilometres of Tiger by the Tail. I track the places they eat, drink, work, party, fish, camp, shoot, drive and exercise. Over the next few hours, I go back a year at each venue, studying everyone who’s posted from or about those locations.

What I get is overwhelmed. Terabytes of photos and videos documenting youth. Happy moments. Witticisms. Rants. Cheers. Drugs. Booze. Brawls. Costumes. Bonfires. Pranks. Buffets, birthday cakes and recovery breakfasts. Racism, sexism, transphobia and homophobia. Dancing in crowds and singing team songs.

But – buuuuuut! – it’s working.

Persona Three went to the same party as Five and Nine. Eleven got his Pulsar serviced at the Nissan dealer where Fifteen bought his second-hand Patrol. Almost half the group attended the same festival in April.

I begin recognising other locals in the Driver’s demographic too. Young men who show up at multiple venues. Patterns. Trends. This is the river where boys go skinny-dipping the night before muck-up day. These guys get in a fight every time they see these others.

I sink into their lives. Drink more. Expand the orbit. Drink more.

The change creeps up so gradually, it catches me by surprise. As I click, scroll, click, scroll, people in the background snag my attention too.

A lone girl, laughing on the edge of frame.

Some drunk city kids, on a pub crawl.

These strangers lead me, willingly, through a new wormhole. They are no longer random youngsters. They’re Edith’s friends. From an alternate future, where she lived to this age.

Here’s her whole crew, drinking cheap Prosecco at a party in Ballarat. Edith’s bestie moved there for uni and they went to celebrate her birthday. But Edie got too drunk and threw up on a garden gnome, which somehow led to a joke about her being a leprechaun. That night, drunk as she was, the joke felt cruel. There were tears. But by the next day she was faking an Irish accent, leaving the whole gang breathless with laughter.

Here are Edie’s schoolmates heading to her formal. Gowns and tuxes, perched on BMXs. They shunned the heteronormative couples thing and went as a pack. The irony of the bikes was less fun on the chilly ride home, though.

Here, they pose in swimmers before their first road trip to the beach. We let Edith borrow the car, but she called forty minutes later to say they had a flat tyre. Well, you know how to change it, I said. That’s when she told me the spare was already on the car, from the time she hit a gutter. You did what? I said, but she cut me off: Can you not be a bitch for once and just call RACV? Shock and fury morphed me into my mother: Young lady, you do not speak to me like that in this house!

This one, of the table set for dinner, is from when she brought her boyfriend … no, girlfriend … no, her partner home to meet us. We liked them and everything, but they were just a little too loud for Jai, a little too familiar for me. These were just excuses, though. The real problem was this partner was moving to Perth in a month, and from the way Edie looked at them, and how close they sat – needing to touch, like the other might float off – we knew she was considering going too. We weren’t ready for her to leave us yet. She was still so young.

And the reason Edith isn’t in any of the photos is because she took them. She went through a big photography phase and preferred being that side of the camera. At the time, we worried it was a body-image thing too, but when Jai and I sat her down to ask, she got her knowing smile. The one that questions how we’ve survived to such a ripe old age when we’re so clueless. I like being in the exact spot the picture was taken. That way, when I look back later, it’s just as I remem—

That’s him.

That’s fucking him.

The Driver.

All that focused searching, and he sneaks up while I’m distracted. Leering into future-Edith’s camera lens. I knew I’d recognise him, but it’s stronger than that. Even poorly lit, and way in the background, I’m drawn to him. A magnet, strong enough to pull the iron in my blood.

He’s in the Facebook profile pic of a thin mid-thirties redhead named Gaz Dunne. Gaz is covered in tattoos and freckles and sits somewhere dim. A garage or basement. The table in front of him is stacked with half-empty drinks and an overflowing ashtray. His shaved head is cocked, eyes shut in a fuck yeah! expression. One hand hoists a bottle of Jack Daniel’s as the other palsies with the effort of flipping a gang sign while holding a joint. The hashtag soup below reads: #21st #happybdayoliver #oliver #pleasesircanihavemore #partyyo #itsjustoreganoofficer #420 #yewwww.

The Driver sits on the table’s far side, so young and fresh-faced, he seems shrunken. He isn’t looking at the camera but laughs at Gaz’s antics.

On Facebook of all things. I was led to believe Facebook is only for boomers and people in pyramid schemes. Yet here he is.

Edith’s killer.

He’s tagged as Dylbo Baggins but it’s a dead, grey link. Gaz’s security settings only let strangers see his profile pic and the pages he follows (The Walking Dead, UFC Australia and New Zealand, REAL MEN KnoW How To Traet REAL WOMEN etc). I send a friend request along with a message from Kristie Bright, a pretty, blonde twenty-two-year-old who lives for travel and advises people not to take life too seriously since ‘no one gets out alive’:

hey:-)

arent you maccas mate?

While it’s pending, I search Gary Dunne Instagram and up comes @gazzagetsitdunne. I’m scrolling less than a minute when Gaz accepts Kristie’s request and responds:

hey urself

u mean josh? i kno him lol

Every Aussie knows a Macca.

I search Gaz’s friends list under ‘D’. Scroll. Scroll. Stop.

Dylan Curtis.

Edith was murdered by Dylan Curtis.

Gaz sends a follow-up:

?

I unfriend and block him.

Dylan’s Facebook page is public but has nothing helpful. Three hundred and forty-three friends, at least twenty of them Curtises. No bio and just five posts, all from years ago. One of him getting a puppy (a mutt, no use running down a breeder), a childhood photo his Aunt Jenny posted, and three pictures Gaz has tagged him in: Dylan swimming in a river with two older girls; a blurry figure streaming past on a dirt bike at a motocross track; and Dylan and Gaz reclining in the front-end loader of a tractor, drinking Woodstock and cola pre-mix cans (#funnycunts #cuz #forlife #familyiseverything).

The dirt-bike picture has enough background I could reverse-image- search the track but, having come so far, I don’t want to dribble over the line. I find and follow @dylancurtisreal on Instagram.

I am Aladdin, entering the Cave of Wonders.

Dylan fishing. Dylan drinking with mates. The puppy cocking its head. Dylan at the beach. Holding a rifle and dead rabbit. His arms around a cute girl named Cathy Chandler. Dylan in board shorts, cheering shit yeah, boys at the top of a cliff. Steaks on a Weber. At the MCG for the cricket. A video of him clean-bowling someone in a local game, the audio muddy with cheers. Flexing in front of a lit birthday cake. Standing beside his brother, Leon (a wiry, cold-looking man and the Shooter from the crash, I have zero doubt). Dylan covered in mud, leaning against his bike.

No posts about murdering little girls, but social media is all about curation.

Reading each image’s text would give plenty of clues to find him, but suddenly I want to keep the challenge alive. Look, Mum, no hands. I focus on details in the frame. Landmarks. Sports ovals. Distinctive buildings. I feed everything to Google, gorging on the results. Almost without exception, one name comes back.

Railton.

It’s 45.6 kilometres from Tiger by the Tail, 42.1 kilometres from home, going the other way around the Dandenong Ranges. Founded in 1857. Population 4592 at last census. Three pubs. A public pool. A nine-hole golf course and a lawn-bowls green the Lions Club fundraised to upgrade last year. A worn footy oval, which could’ve used some of that cash. Two primary schools. A public high school and a Catholic high that goes to year ten.

The beast’s lair.

I glance up from my laptop. I’ve been at this particular café over two hours. My frontal lobe feels stretched, as if I’ve had to fight the screen’s suction to get back IRL. The staff are closing up, wiping tables and stacking chairs around me in increasingly unsubtle hints. I’m busting to pee and my retinas vibrate with caffeine.

I down the rest of my cold, separated coffee. Pay cash and leave.





Chapter eight

‘Railton Cricket Club, you’ve got Frank.’

‘Hi, Frank. Glad I caught you before knock-off.’

‘We are indeed dangerously close to beer o’clock, love. Who am I speaking to?’

‘My name’s Michaela. I’m with Cricket Victoria.’

‘The boss! What can I do you for?’

‘I’m afraid we’ve had a bit of an, um, issue with the fees system—’

‘Cripes, not the money!’ A belly laugh.

‘Afraid so. I’m hoping you’re the man who can help me sort it out.’

‘That’s usually the case around here. Not surprised it’s your bloody computers, either. Told your lot when they converted us over: “Bloody things aren’t worth the copper in their wires.”’ Frank chuckles at a phrase he’s clearly recycled often.

‘Well, they should have listened. I won’t bore you with the details, but we’ve found a bug in the update. If a new address is added to the system, somehow it deletes both the old and new ones.’

‘Don’t look at me. I do it exactly the way your guy – what was his name – the dark fella? The way he said to. Takes twice as long as pen and paper, but that’s just my opinion.’

‘Trust me, this problem is all on our end. And we definitely could have used your advice about sticking to hard copies.’

‘S’pose we can call them “easy copies” then, ay?’ This pearler is new and off the cuff. Frank roars at his own wit.

‘Unfortunately, we’ve found a few addresses aren’t showing up on our system anymore. I was really hoping—’

‘Hold on a sec there, love.’ Index fingers pecking keys. Achingly slow. ‘I’ve got addresses coming up here?’

‘Yeah, it seems they show up on each individual club’s system but not—’

‘Did you try turning it off and on again?’

‘The issue seems to be restricted to a handful of players. If I gave you some names, could you confirm their address?’

‘Hmm. Ah. Well, I s’pose I could give you what’s in front of me?’

‘Frank, you might just be my superhero.’

~

The gin is almost gone. I plan to spend all day tomorrow observing Dylan – hitting him when it gets dark – so I’ll need sleep tonight. While Frank and I chatted on one of my burner phones, my legitimate mobile buzzed multiple times. Progressively urgent messages from Jai, telling me to come home.

Seeing the Ford Fairlane parked in front of our house, I have the urge to keep driving. Its little black CB antenna rises from the rear window. A flagpole, only missing its tiny I’m an unmarked police car flag.

I stash the phones and laptop. I’ve already wiped their search histories, hidden and encrypted any documents. But I’m no wizard and anyone who knows what they’re doing will recover everything quickly.

Mum and Dad sit in the lounge, Leena between them. As I pass, Dad frowns and Mum gives me a supportive smile. I can’t tell if this is baseline pity at having lost Edith, or new pity because of what I’m walking into.

Vinh, Fitz and Jai sit at the kitchen table. We never got around to buying proper dining furniture and Fitz especially looks ridiculous hunched at our poker-sized four-seater. The room has an intervention vibe and I aim my breath downwards as if this might hide the booze.

‘Hi, my love,’ Jai says, no spark to it.

Vinh motions for me to sit. ‘Olivia, we were hoping for a chat.’

I ease into the last chair.

‘A witness has come forward.’

‘Oh, wow. Someone knows the killers?’ I feel a flash of annoyance that they might have also found Dylan, as if using their databases and manpower is cheating.

‘No, someone who saw the crash. A man who lives in the apartments.’

‘Guy’s a refugee, so he was scared to say anything,’ says Fitz.

‘An asylum seeker,’ Vinh corrects. ‘From Afghanistan, actually.’

None of us is sure how I should feel about this link to my service history. ‘So did he recognise them, or not?’

‘Nah, he lives on the top floor, so he was looking down.’ Fitz angles his arm so I might better understand the complex scene he’s painting.

‘He couldn’t see any faces, and hid once the shooting started. But he saw when the driver got out.’ Vinh lets this linger, like I should finish his sentence.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘The driver took off his balaclava,’ says Fitz. Then, reminding himself of his manners, ‘That’s what this guy says anyway.’

Bugger.

With all three men watching me, I can’t let my irritation show. In the end I frown, like I know those words but can’t see how they fit together.

Maybe it isn’t totally Fitz’s fault he’s condescending.

‘Actually, Jaideep remembers the man having his mask off too,’ says Vinh.

Jai has the decency to look ashamed. ‘I thought I saw his face. Before the shooting started. But they were mostly around the corner.’

‘He might have lifted it a bit,’ I say. ‘Definitely not all the way. Not enough to see.’

‘You’re sure?’ Vinh says.

‘Definitely.’

The detective nods to himself. ‘What you went through must have been horrible, Olivia. I’m so sorry we keep making you relive it.’

‘Yeah, nah, definitely don’t feel it’s your fault,’ says Fitz.

‘I mentioned before about seeing a therapist? I know a very good one and I want to strongly advise you talk to her. You might even find it shakes something loose.’

It’s in this moment that I realise Vinh isn’t recommending a therapist. He’s recommending his therapist.

Fitz fixes me with his most no-nonsense stare. ‘And if you’re – you know – scared, don’t worry. We can protect you.’

I mumble a thank-you and say something about having a think. When I don’t give more, Vinh rises. ‘If you remember anything before then, you let us know. These people don’t seem like first-time criminals. If we can get a description circulated, one of our officers will likely know them.’

‘Could the counsellor come now?’ Jai says. He glances at me. ‘If it’ll help you?’

‘Not now,’ I say.

Everyone looks at me.

‘Please, I’m … I’m very tired.’

Something passes over Vinh’s face and is quickly masked. ‘It’s late. I’ll call tomorrow and give you her number.’

He puts a hand on the table, steadying himself for embarrassment. ‘Olivia, one other thing. I have no interest in nagging you – honestly, it’s outside my remit, and I’m sure you’re going through Hell – but please be careful in your condition. Driving, I mean.’

I hold my breath. Jai’s brow furrows.

‘Yeah, we don’t want to be back here cos you’ve wrapped yourself round a tree.’ Fitz aims for jovial, but it comes out blunt. He clocks it, and the atmosphere is awkward as we walk them down the hall and open the door.

The instant they’re gone, I grab my keys. ‘Just have to duck out again.’

‘You what?’ says Jai.

The cops are close. It has to be tonight.





Chapter nine

I grew up in a town like Railton. They’re everywhere. Places on the way to somewhere better. Just inland from a peninsula. Just off the highway to wine country. Brown and white tourism signs letting you know, all chipper and earnest, how small an inconvenience it would be to make a detour. Only three extra kilometres if you maybe, sorta felt like dropping by? They’re always home to a ‘famous’ baked good. Epic vanilla slices. Lamingtons the stuff of legend. Or they’re the ‘gateway’ to a region with snowfields, beaches or other natural attractions not available at said gateway.

Even the name ‘Railton’ is a relic of dead hope. Over-enthusiastic colonisers chose it, hoping to shore up a train route. Why? Going where? Questions Victorian Railways must’ve also had, since the line went in sixty kilometres south.

I’ve actually been here before. One of our favourite places in the Yarra Ranges is the sequoia forest out in East Warburton. More than a thousand Californian Redwoods soar over fifty metres high, planted in neat rows that give dizzying perspectives up into the canopy and sideways down the rows. The hyper-fresh air vacuums your lungs. Standing among those trees is the closest our heathen family gets to a religious experience. Our moment of Zen.

Our last visit left us so blissed out, Jai and I said, Let’s be those people who take the long way home, and we stopped in at the Railton Bakery. As we bit into meat pies that must have won their fame for something other than taste, we studied the locals. They had to know things we didn’t. The secret to a better life. These people were the salt of the earth after all. The real Australians, as politicians always told us, while visiting from their homes in the unreal city.

But even then, in the middle of the day, with shops open and cars crawling past, Railton didn’t feel quaint or wholesome. It felt dislocated. Out of time.

Driving in at eight-thirty at night is worse. Nothing but empty roads and thirsty lawns. The town’s Main Street runs all the way through, eventually becoming the old highway. The only lights in the whole strip are the two busier pubs and a Chinese restaurant closing up for the night.

I’m transported back to my teens. Sneaking out to hang in the park, sucking on silver bladders of too-sweet goon. Suffocated by all that emptiness. Hungry for stories of something, anything else. Snatching the first ticket out, Don’t you guys reckon I’d look good in camo? Flying thousands of kilometres, only to find the emptiness had stowed away in my duffel bag. It was on base. In bleached deserts and shrapnel-pocked cities. And I’d only made it bigger. Couldn’t sweat it out. Couldn’t drink or fuck it out. Sure as hell couldn’t shoot it out. It was in me, always. So why not get paid for it?

Now, though? Railton’s desolation thrills me. I’m glad the bypass turned this town into an afterthought. That the drought dried the surrounding farms. Let it bake, shrivel and starve. Let God strike it from the Earth. Edie got so few afternoons, and she wasted one here. As far as I’m concerned, everyone in Railton is complicit in her death. These people sustained Dylan to this point. Parents, teachers and coaches excused his early rule-breaking, letting it escalate. He learned his shitty driving on these very streets.

I can’t abide that, any more than I can abide Vinh and Fitz arresting him. Have some keen-as-mustard lawyer use Dylan’s age or stupidity to get him off. Position him as a young man led astray, with his whole life ahead of him: Will we let this one mistake – a momentary lapse of judgement – define this young man?

Dylan Curtis will not walk free because evidence was mishandled. Dylan Curtis will not get reduced time for rolling on his brother.

Dylan Curtis will die.

Dylan and Leon live in a squat white weatherboard with a green foundation, halfway up a hill. A HiLux sits in the driveway and an Isuzu ute is under the carport. The garage is beyond that, where a dust-caked mower sits beside a large locked toolbox. Dylan’s dirt bike leans against one wall. The lights inside the house are on.

It’s dull and drab, and I like the idea of him hating it here. Feeling trapped by Railton’s low employment and lack of entertainment. I imagine him looking down that hill, watching tumbleweeds roll through Main Street and envying them their forward momentum.

My phone buzzes. More messages from Jai. I cover the preview with my hand so I won’t be tempted to read it. Flick to Do not disturb.

I’ve bought myself a ten-year-old grey Ford Focus off Facebook Marketplace. I made sure to choose one on the VicRoads Repairable Write-off Registry: a fact the seller, Laurence Price, was legally obligated to mention, but didn’t. Larry, fishing for suckers. I wore a wig, used fake info and overpaid cash. The second he drove off, any new texts to Laurence turned from blue to green as he blocked my phone number and Facebook profile. All sales are final, ya dumb bitch. When the rego mysteriously doesn’t transfer, Laurence won’t be following up.

I named the Ford ‘Piaf’ and she drives well. A couple of times, I’ve caught myself talking aloud to her. Wanna go for a run? as I open the door, or There you go as she reaches the top of a steep hill. I’ve also begun pressing my hand to the roof whenever I go through orange lights, a superstition I haven’t had since my late teens.

I park two blocks away, walk back and hide in the bushes across from Dylan’s. I wait fifteen minutes, then move to a gap between some trees and the outer fence, down one side. Another fifteen minutes and I shift to the corner of the garage, by the bins. Wait. Watch.

Trap music blares from inside. The bass is a heartbeat, quickened by adrenalin.

I’m preparing for my dash under the house when the back door opens and two men exit, passing within metres of me. Both wear joggers and shorts. The wiry one – Leon Curtis – has on a faded, dirty t-shirt. The other man’s Bintang singlet hangs off muscles big enough to make his shadow knobbly. It’s the stab-happy guy from the crash.

Muscles unlocks the HiLux and gets behind the wheel. Leon climbs in the passenger side. They reverse out and head downhill.

Less than two minutes later, the side door opens halfway. A figure slips out but keeps one leg blocking the gap. ‘Stay in, Tigger.’ As the door closes, the dog whines and scratches. The figure pads down the back steps and hunches by the house’s corner.

I know him from his silhouette, and his voice. But it’s still a rush to watch the lighter tick, tick, spark and flare, to illuminate Dylan Curtis’s face.

Dylan holds a thin glass pipe to his lips and lights the bulb at the base. He takes two quick gulps, before pausing to exhale. Lights it again, drawing longer and deeper this time. He blows smoke, thick and white as a summer cloud, into the air. His face collapses into a dull smile.

I unsheathe my knife.





Dylan

Dylan cradles his arm, fingers twitching with pain and nerves. If he keeps it still, it feels more asleep than injured. But the tiniest movement sends lightning bolts to his neck. Part of him realises this is a blunt version of what he’ll feel later. His high and the shock muffling it. The same effects let him insist he saw the Mother, even when Leon calls bullshit.

His brother’s already pissed off at having to rush back from the Royal, interrupting his meeting with some Melbourne dealer called fucken ‘Chainsaw’. Leon wanting to invest the ATM money quickly. Not feeling they had enough attention, apparently. Keen to add narco cops watching you, bikies shooting you over turf, junkies following you like flies.

‘What’d you see?’ Leon asks Connor.

‘I dunno. Some chick. Could have been her. I came out and she bolted.’

Rekt punches the back door. ‘We’re fucked! Cops could be watching us right now.’

‘She’s not with the cops, dickhead,’ Leon says. ‘They wouldn’t send her alone, at night.’

‘Think I need a doctor, Lee.’

Something in Dylan’s voice catches Leon’s ear. He snatches at his little brother’s face, squeezes hard. ‘You’re off your tits.’

‘I’m not.’ Dylan tries to pull away but Leon holds firm.

‘Yeah, he’s ripped off my stash while I was watching telly, the dirty prick.’ Connor’s tone suggests this should be the real focus of the conversation.

‘I didn’t.’ Dylan concentrates on looking sober. It’s only the second time he’s skimmed from Connor and he isn’t used to the feelings. What’s drugs and what’s booze, or sleep deprivation, or just his mood lately? For all he knows, his mind pasted the Mother’s face on some random woman, trying to rob the place.

But he doesn’t think so.

The Mother felt very real, even as she moved like a ghost. Melting from the darkness towards him, as if pouring herself over the ground. As she drew close, he swiped at her. Half-expected his hand to pass through.

Her arms whipped up and Dylan felt her bony forearm impact above his elbow, heard a pop and a rip, before pain lit up his shoulder. He cried out. Dropped to his knees, spluttering. Looked up. Saw the knife in her hand. Had she stabbed him too? No, the clean blade glinted brightly, like the moon was staring at it with as much shock as him.

It wasn’t Connor who scared her off either. It was the phone call. Startling her out of her trance. The Mother pausing, wondering if she should answer. Picking up: ‘Hey.’ Casual. Just down the shops and did the caller need any milk?

But as she listened, her face fell. ‘I’m coming now.’

She was already leaving when Connor opened the door, yelling about Dylan thieving. And when Connor saw her (‘Who the fuck’s that?’), the Mother didn’t run, she walked briskly. By the time she reached the shadows by the fence, she was gone.

‘Please, Leon. Think my arm’s really fucked.’

Leon ignores him. To Connor he says, ‘We’ll crash at yours till Chainsaw gets a pack together. He reckons a week, but he’s just nervy about the Apaches arcing up. He’ll have it quicker.’

Connor nods begrudgingly. His house is plenty big enough but everyone knows he likes keeping himself to himself.

Leon backhands Dylan’s shoulder, making him wince. ‘I’ll handle your bitch.’





Chapter ten

Maybe this is all due to the old Romani woman’s curse?

We crossed paths in the square outside Seville Cathedral when she pushed a palm-frond crucifix into my hand and demanded I pay for it. I was caught off guard – mortified, really – because I considered myself too much of a local to be viewed as a potential mark for scams like that.

I’d forgotten I was in costume. Big sunglasses, knock-off Dolce & Gabbana bag, and the type of red and white sundress people obsessed with Pedro Almodóvar movies think of as Spanish. Aiming for: I’ve been here long enough to have a favourite tapas place, but not so long I lisp the ‘c’ in Barcelona.

I was rushing, having lost sight of the blade-thin junkie who would lead me to a rogue dealer, gone to ground. So when the Roma tried it on, maybe I was short in my refusal. Maybe.

Her reaction, though, was like I’d thrown acid in her face. She unleashed a tsunami of curses. In four languages. Finished by spitting on the ground and saying in English, ‘May your babies shrivel in your womb and die.’

At the time, her attitude seemed callous, even for someone in my profession. But I didn’t believe in her curse, any more than I believe in astrology, or the predictions of quirky friends who claim to be a little bit psychic.

That’s to say, I dismissed it as ridiculous while inwardly dreading it with my whole being.

I tried to shake it off with logic. If she was so powerful, wouldn’t she instead curse the socioeconomic and geopolitical structures condemning her to this work? But the memory of it came back during my miscarriage. And as I white-knuckled through 35.6 weeks of pregnancy with Edith. And every time one of the girls got a sniffle.

And it came back outside Dylan’s house, when Jai called, his breath in his throat. ‘Everything’s fine but I’m taking Leena to Emergency.’

The road is winding and dark but I haven’t slowed to the speed limit once. I resist the urge to ram the boom gate for Knox Private Hospital’s car park. I run inside and slip along the partitioned beds, finding Mum and Dad perched at the end. Leena lies on her side, tucked up. One arm bandaged, wrist to elbow. A drip in the other. Jai sits beside her, stroking her forehead. ‘You’re being very brave, darling. So brave.’

Leena’s eyes stare blankly. I get this flash of watching an old man slaughter a goat in some village outside Kandahar. His grandson held the animal down, patting her flank to calm her.

I rush to Leena. ‘My little love, I’m sorry. Mummy’s here. I love you so much.’

‘Be careful of her … thing.’ Jai waves at the drip tube, too tired for specifics.

‘What happened? She got cut?’

He squashes the urge to yell at me. Composes himself. ‘I should’ve been watching her but … I nodded off or something.’

‘Oh, Jai,’ says Mum. ‘You absolutely cannot blame yourself.’ She glances at me, and I get the sense she’d be more supportive of any claims I made on liability.

‘I think she was climbing up to get Buggy,’ he says.

Buggy. The Great Sibling War of our household was fought over territorial rights to a stuffed kitten with bug eyes, which I bought last- minute in Sydney airport. I’d got her for Edith and put her in my carry-on, forgetting Leena’s gift of a picture book was in my main luggage. When Leena got to ‘the presents bag’ first, we’d already lost.

The tantrums were cataclysmic, on both sides. Time rationing didn’t work (Do you want the first turn or the long turn?). Buying the same toy didn’t either, since Buggy had a defective patch of reversed fur by her left ear, marking her as the one true Buggy.

We ended up choosing a compromise common to all families: no one got what they wanted. Buggy went in a box on a high shelf and we didn’t mention her again.

‘She slipped, I guess. The corner of that old metal filing cabinet was there, and … She missed her head by, like, this.’ Jai makes an inch gap with his fingers.

‘I’m so sorry. I should have been there.’

He closes his eyes. Lord, give me strength. ‘Leena, honey, Mummy and Daddy are going to step out a second. If you need us, just shout, okay?’

‘We’ll look after her,’ Mum says.

I follow Jai to a patch of floor he’s chosen to be as far from Leena as possible while in line of sight and out of the way of bustling staff. I know he’s about to read me the riot act, but I’m still trying to shake off what happened in Railton. The spookiness of it all.

Everything up to the call had felt as natural as breathing. Dylan swinging a punch at me. Instincts springing back to life: I remember this tune! Catching his wrist and twisting to hyperextend, slamming my forearm above his locked elbow. A pop, a tear. Dylan cradling his shoulder as his cries of pain wrung out to a whimper.

And now Leena, wearing a sling.

Arm for an arm.

Not that I think it’s so simplistic. I can’t imagine any omnipotent deity interrupting Their Mysterious Ways to reach down from the heavens and teach little ol’ me a lesson. For starters, Leena must have injured herself before I hurt Dylan.

But it’s hard to ignore the symmetry.

It’s the Romani curse all over again. And, yes, I am superstitious. Astrology is ridiculous. I know any effect star signs have can’t be the same in both hemispheres, that the constellations’ position has changed since the zodiac was created, and that any ‘force’ generated from them would be light years old and vastly different for each star in the group.

But that’s exactly what a Gemini moon, Scorpio rising would say.

And things happen every day that we can’t explain or account for. Otherworldly things. Things we know in our bones. The feeling on your neck that someone’s watching. Or, as a kid, when you could tell someone had been in your room, even though nothing was moved.

And ‘arm for an arm’? That’s borderline plagiarism.

Like the guy said, I don’t believe in God, but I’m afraid of Him.

The message from on high, as I see it, is that any killing I do will ricochet back on my family. On gorgeous little Leena.

And I came so close to killing Dylan. I would’ve killed them all, if I’d turned my phone off, instead of switching to Do not disturb. I often use this function, so Jai knows if he dials twice within a minute, the phone assumes it’s an emergency and breaks through. It’s a mistake so amateur on my part, it also smacks of the Hand of God. My subconscious pulling strings, at least. What would have happened if I’d—

‘Where were you, Liv? Really?’

‘Working. I’m sorry.’

‘Working?’

‘Keeping my mind busy. I had some old clients I needed to—’

‘You must have such a low opinion of me to use that excuse.’

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here.’

‘I’ve tried so hard to be understanding of your need to grieve, but what is this? You disappear all day. Come back drunk. Won’t help the police. Now you’ll be gone nights too?’

‘Sorry—’

‘Stop fucking apologising,’ he hisses. ‘Just fix it.’

‘Fix it?’

‘You think I don’t want to fall apart? You think I’m not in pain?’

‘I know you are.’

‘Just as much as you.’

‘Of course.’

‘But I’m keeping it together. For Leena. I thought I was doing it for you too, but that’s hard to see right now.’

‘I get it. You’re right.’

‘Fuck, Liv. Don’t just say I’m right and do the same shit … You know, some of us believe we have duties beyond simple wallowing?’

He’s practised that last line. It’s the topic sentence for an essay he’s writing: ‘Familial Responses to Grief as Contextualised Through Atypical Gender Roles <colon> My Wife is Shit’. I want to yell at him that I’ve been constructive too. That I’m pitching in for the family.

‘Why won’t you tell the police what you saw?’

‘I can’t help them.’

‘Bullshit. You’re holding something back. It’s the same secretive shit with you, I just cannot imagine why. They killed our child, for fuck’s sake, what would it take?’

‘Don’t act like I don’t care. You don’t get to do that.’

‘What should I do? Let you vanish?’

‘You don’t get it.’

‘I don’t get it?’

‘No.’

‘Are you kidding me? You think you’re the only one who—’

‘It wasn’t your fault, though!’

Jai blinks at me. He glances around, as if appealing to a television audience.

‘Forget I said that.’

‘No shit, Liv. No shit it wasn’t my fault our daughter died in a freak accident. It wasn’t yours either.’

‘I said forget it.’

He glares at me, jaw set. When he speaks again, it’s like I’ve forced him into it. ‘What you’re doing has to stop. You need … time, and that’s okay. But I can’t handle everything forever. So if you need to talk to someone, you find that person, and you talk.’ He shakes his head. Looks at me squarely. ‘But listen to me on this. Nothing of what happened to Edie is your fault. Alright? None of it. It just isn’t.’

‘Don’t pity me.’

‘This isn’t pity.’ He grabs my hand. ‘I am fucking furious with you right now. Part of me would love to put some of that on you. But I also love you, and I loved her, and I’m telling you, you couldn’t have done anything.’ His eyes burn with righteousness. ‘Now, though? This is when you can do something. The normal life stuff, happening now? This is the hero shit, Liv. Fucking show up.’

~

Elena Morales works out of her home: a storybook blue cottage, cut into the slope of a street so steep it seems a right angle. The front door is up a crunchy pebble path, set with bushes planted in neat brick rings. A sign in the window reads ‘Arts and Minds Therapy’.

Elena is a short unhurried woman with shiny black hair spilling from a messy bun. Her big smile and warm ‘How are you?’ make it seem like we’ve meant to catch up for months and finally got the chance. She leads me into a bright spare room full of colourful cushions, children’s toys and posters on the wall bearing lists of crisis lines for at-risk populations or slogans like ‘Some people use They/Them pronouns’ and the Aboriginal flag with ‘Always Was, Always Will Be’. A coffee table is stacked with art supplies.

‘Detective Vinh never told me this was art therapy.’

It’s unfair of me to say this. I let his call go to voicemail, so all he gave me was Elena’s number.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I use a few therapeutic styles, but, yes, art therapy is a strong focus.’

‘I told the police I didn’t see the guy. Even if you unlock some memory, I can’t really draw.’

She cocks her head. ‘Are you thinking of a sketch artist? That’s not what I do.’

‘He told you why I was here, though? Vinh.’

‘Could you tell me?’

‘He didn’t say? You didn’t read about it?’

‘I’d prefer to hear it from you. It’s your story.’

‘Because you don’t want to be influenced?’

She smiles, and I have the feeling I’ve given something away. ‘Would it answer your question better if I said: I want to hear it from your perspective but, from what I already know, what you experienced seems like it must have been very hard?’

It takes me a moment to process this sentence, emotionally and grammatically. ‘How does it work, then? I draw a rainbow and it makes me feel better? Or is it more you can tell how crazy I am based on which colours I use?’

Her brow furrows like she’s never had this question, which can’t be true. ‘I would say, in my mind, art therapy isn’t A plus B equals C. Not everyone who experienced what you did would produce the same art, any more than you’d expect everyone to use the same words to describe it. Does that make sense?’

What I experienced. Not suffered. Endured. Survived.

‘I’m happy to explain my approach in depth if you like, but if it’s okay I’d prefer to start by talking about you.’

‘While we’re making art.’

‘If you’re comfortable with that?’

‘I’m not very arty.’

‘We’re not going to worry about aesthetics. I don’t want you to even think about making something recognisable. Just marks on a page. We can use any medium you like.’

I study the options. Paints, crayons, pencils, fineliners, highlighters, pipe-cleaners, Play-Doh, coloured paper and glitter. Too many choices.

‘If you don’t have a preference, I find the oil pastels can be a helpful starter. They’re messy in a good way.’

‘“Messy in a good way.” Oh, to be an oil pastel.’

Elena surprises me with a high, unfettered laugh. I can’t decide if I like it.

She grabs a blue pastel and begins making large, confident swirls. I pick up the green and pause, unsure if the colour reflects a deeper meaning. I also can’t decide if I’ll reveal more if I draw something abstract or real. To hedge my bets, I do a series of bunched ovals I can turn into leaves or a pattern, whichever seems less crazy. ‘Is this right?’

‘Olivia, if you get one thing from our session, I want it to be that, in here, things don’t need to fit a plan. If you feel like doing something, follow that impulse. If it doesn’t seem to be working, move on to something else.’

I pick up the yellow and immediately regret it. I’ve hemmed myself in, with this leaves thing. Yellow leaves are bound to signify something about autumn years. Death or ageing. Would a sun wearing sunglasses be too much?

It’s impossible to imagine Vinh doing this. He’d take the abstract shapes route, though, no question. No sunglasses on suns for Trung Vinh. What glare could it possibly need protection from? Its own reflection off the Earth?

‘Did you want to tell me a bit about yourself?’

‘About my childhood, you mean? Anxious mother, distant dad, that sort of thing?’

‘If you like.’

God, she must be so sick of hearing white women complain. I grab the brown pastel. ‘Sorry. I don’t mean to be such a pain in the arse. I’m sure this usually works on people. It just all feels … a long way away.’

‘From what happened, do you mean?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you want to talk about that instead?’

‘Of course not. Why would anyone want to talk about that?’

She nods. ‘You served overseas, didn’t you? In the military?’

‘You did some reading, then.’

‘Someone shared an article on social media, I think. Before I knew we’d be working together. Did you do any therapy when you came back?’

‘Sure, a bit.’

‘You must have had difficult experiences over there. You didn’t find it helpful?’

‘Helpful how? Like “processing my trauma”? Such a crock of shit. What exactly am I meant to process trauma into? An ashtray? Am I supposed to want closure on my kid dying?’

I’m colouring harder and faster. Elena has noticed the shift.

I lighten my strokes. ‘That’s how it works, huh? Like a distraction?’

She smiles again. Not impatient, just, We’ve covered this. But with all her redirections – answering questions with questions – I don’t agree.

‘It’s so the feelings sneak up on you, right? The way ideas come when you’re showering or running?’

‘I’m sorry if it feels like I’m dodging your question, Olivia. I’m happy to chat over the methodology behind art therapy, but, in my experience, it’s more effective to be guided by what you do and need.’

Directly addressing my subtext. A sneaky psychological trick.

‘I’m not asking you to put total faith in it, long-term, but I’m wondering if we could spend this first hour going wherever the experience takes us?’

‘Experience’ covers all manner of sins apparently. I go back to scribbling.

‘And don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll still have time for all the psychology clichés from movies. All your dreams about losing teeth.’

I look up. Elena’s eyes are on her paper but a faint smirk disturbs that deadpan expression. She’s taking the piss out of me. Kindly.

I decide I like her.

Making friends as an adult is a pain, requiring formal interviews and calendar logistics. But this is like being a kid again, when adults would shove you in a room with someone roughly your age and within half an hour you were naming pet ponies or storming the Death Star. Not that Elena and I are becoming friends, obviously, but … I don’t know. It’s hard to describe.

The upshot is, I embrace the process. As much as I can. Open up about my problems. The non-criminal ones. As the session continues, I can see this method’s potential. For other people. People who can let go and colour their inner world.

Elena’s great, too. She can tell I’m holding back, but never pushes. Just draws as we talk. Squiggles and swirls. Colourful splashes. Caricatures of herself walking in nature or as a human whirlwind doing chores. The whole thing is so effective – would be, for other people – I see a way I can use it at home.

On the drive back, I call Vinh. Make an appointment for an interview tomorrow afternoon. ‘I think maybe I’ve remembered something. Just need to get it clear in my head.’

I’ll help the police. Sure I will. I won’t serve Dylan up on a plate, but I’ll give them enough information to find him. To punish him. I still ache to take revenge in person, but I can’t risk Leena getting hurt in any karmic splashback. And Vinh seems to genuinely care about my wellbeing. If I let him believe his suggestion unlocked my memory, it’s a win-win.

‘You saw Elena, didn’t you?’ Vinh’s voice is the auditory version of Elena’s knowing smile. It should make me want to punch him, but I just admit he’s right. Growth.

When I get home, I send Mum and Dad off to a dinner by themselves, our treat. (‘We couldn’t.’ ‘But you will.’) I call Jai and Leena into the girls’ playroom, lay a piece of paper for each of us on the floor and spread the textas.

I write my name at the top of my sheet. ‘I feel like drawing my feelings.’

Even as I say this, I realise Elena wasn’t so blatant about it. But maybe our purposes are different?

I grab the blue texta, holding it in my fist the way Leena does. ‘This is my sadness. Because I miss Edith so, so very much.’ I make big swooping blue strokes across the page.

Jai and Leena are watching me like I’m a bubble floating over a cactus.

I pick up the red texta. ‘This is my anger, because Edith never hurt anyone, and she didn’t deserve to get hurt.’ I make jagged red peaks above and over the blue, smearing in places. I start to feel actual anger bubble up and stop, swapping to the black texta.

I make skid marks around the borders and over both colours. ‘And this is the ickiness I feel. I don’t know what it is, but it’s everywhere and makes me feel horrible.’

I grab the blue again, making bigger passes over the sheet. The paper scuffs away and the texta’s nib gets stained with other colours. ‘Mostly, though, I feel sad.’

I set the textas down and look at Jai and Leena.

Jai shuffles over. He sits next to me and writes his name at the top of his sheet. He stares at the colour options, as overwhelmed as I was at Elena’s.

I write Leena’s name on her paper. Her expression doesn’t change but, slowly, she creeps over and sits down. Without looking at me, she reaches past and grabs the blue texta. Pressing her elbow in its sling on the paper to hold it in place, she scratches small lines, back and forth, filling gaps. Making a little block of sadness.

Jai squeezes my leg in excitement.

‘What if we visited the sequoias tomorrow?’ I say.

It’s like I’ve relit a candle behind his eyes. One I didn’t realise was snuffed.

We drive out there first thing, none of us sleeping much nowadays. With our feet in the soft soil and heads craned back to the leafy ceiling, Leena speaks for the first time since the funeral. ‘Bird,’ she says, pointing at a sparrow fluttering among the high branches.

Jai and I don’t respond, worried our voices might contaminate the sound of hers. But we share a This is our happy place look. He brushes his fingers through Leena’s hair and his other hand reaches for mine. For a few minutes it’s like the trees no longer turn our carbon dioxide into oxygen. Instead, they suck the grief out of us and filter it back as … less grief?

We get home mid-morning. I have my meeting with Vinh and Fitz at two, so I stop by the office first to poke my head in. Vanessa meets me with this beaming smile and a giant hug. Barbara squeezes my arm and announces she’ll put the kettle on.

Ness gives me a global rundown on recent activity. I’m soon lost and she waves off the last few points. ‘I’ll email you.’

I leave, feeling like I’ve made progress. The first stitch to sew up my chest cavity.

It’s a shock, then, when I look up from fumbling for my keys to see Leon Curtis and a large, squat man in a motorcycle helmet emerge from the bushes to corner me at my car.

‘Do you know me, love?’





Chapter eleven

Every violent woman I’ve ever met fell into one of four categories: defensive, vindictive, mercenary or certifiable. The genres of violent men, however, are endless. Like a home-brewer who’s really getting into New England pilsners right now, dudes can build an entire personality on a niche attitude towards hurting people.

There’s the Egoist Powder Keg, looking for any excuse to explode. The Pure Warrior, only Truly alive! when in battle. The Cinematic Bad-Arse, wearing all black and listening to too much Johnny Cash. The Wounded Prey, so broken by life he sees murder as a pre-emptive strike. On down the line, through Jeopardy Junkies, Meticulous Professionals, Nothing-to-Lose Tweakers, and the Societally Disadvantaged, who’ve never known anything else.

Leon Curtis strikes me as a particularly dangerous species. Leon performs violence the way a calculator performs maths. Maybe he enjoys it, but the act is a function of his design. I don’t have the training to diagnose a psychopath, but I imagine he would wear Elena’s pastels to nubs.

Leon confronting me in the open like this is worrying. It shows scary confidence. Or stupidity. In my experience, psychopaths aren’t the refined, multilingual sophisticates of movies. As children, most were too busy dripping battery acid on the cat’s genitals to learn more than their times tables.

Still, he doesn’t strike me as stupid.

His companion wears a grey Everlast hoodie over his barrel chest, along with shorts and thongs. Too short to be Muscles from the crash, and he’s chunkier. Less sculpted. Though the helmet works to hide his identity, the overall outfit is ridiculous.

‘Yeah, you know me,’ Leon says, answering his own question. ‘So maybe I tell you what I know? I know where you live. I know I’ve got a stack of friends, whose faces you haven’t seen, who’d love to make you their hobby. And I know it would solve a lot of my problems to take you on a little ride, right this second.’

The last thing I want is for Leon to see my violence. This divine retribution thing means that even if I win a fight, I lose. But in studying him, I’ve forgotten to cower like a civilian should.

He cocks his head. ‘You drove all that way to Railton, alone, and you’re not screaming now, are ya …? I reckon maybe you think you’ve got nothing to lose. Seeing your daughter die. Life couldn’t get worse, ay? But, see, from where I’m standing, you’re forgetting some stuff. You’re forgetting you’ve got another little girl, who might struggle finger-painting without any fingers. A husband, who’d probably miss his balls. And you’re forgetting about the hours of fun – days, maybe – that you, me and a rusty pair of pliers could have before I sliced your little windpipe.’

Laughter from inside the helmet. A metallic click. Leon raises a pocketknife up to my cheek. It’s an antique but the ornate mechanism is well oiled. It would almost be quaint, if not for its four-inch blade, tapering to a wicked point.

He drifts the tip down my chest. Circles my nipple. Lowers and flicks it, back and forth, over the in-seam of my jeans.

Helmet laughs again. ‘Reckon it’s ages since she had it good, huh? Indian dick not doing it for you, chica?’

I am scared, no question. I don’t doubt for a second Leon is capable of everything he threatened, which makes me terrified for my family, and for myself. But maybe if I was less used to being threatened, I wouldn’t have spotted the tic of displeasure in Leon’s eye. Annoyance at Helmet for the things he said, or for giving away his voice.

‘Nah, I’m sure she gets a good serve. Kama Sutra and all that. But variety’s the spice of life, ay?’

I can’t think of a response that won’t get me stabbed.

The meeting seems over, the men having got their point across and being content to loom. I edge between them and scuttle off. I return to the office. Tell Ness I need details on a literary client she already covered in the rundown. I’m due back in the Hills, at the police station, in forty-five minutes.

‘One other thing,’ I say, washing dirty mugs to stall. ‘You wouldn’t do this anyway, but can you be careful of any calls fishing for my home address? I think some journos have been sniffing around.’

‘That’s just awful,’ says Barbara.

‘Isn’t it?’

When I get back to the car, Leon and Helmet are gone.

It takes three blocks to draw him out. A white Kia Cerato, lane-changing and accelerating to keep the spot three cars back. I drive along major roads, giving him enough traffic to feel safe but turning often, like someone with a favourite route. The Kia is alone.

Twenty minutes later, I pull into the open-air car park at the Camberwell shops. Leon was probably lying about knowing my address. The office is easy to find, but I’ve made sure our home isn’t connected to my name online. If he does know it, though, I can’t risk being spotted entering the local cop shop. I need to know who I’m up against. A quick recce, then on with my day.

I walk the rows of cars, tracking the Kia in the reflections of windows. It parks and a solid figure gets out. Leon’s companion has changed out of his shorts and hoodie into a fitted t-shirt and skinny jeans. He’s taken the helmet off, too, but his head still has that shape, like a Lego man’s. Leon’s nowhere to be seen.

Helmet hangs back as I dawdle around smaller shops. I pause a few times like I might go into one, keeping him guessing. When I reach the arcade that feeds through to Burke Road, I duck in.

Once out of sight, I speed up, reach the street and weave through the crowd. I turn into a chemist I know has a rear entrance and loop back around, into the car park. I move Jessica Rabbit to the undercover Woolies carpark. Find a café with a view of the area and order a coffee.

It takes seven minutes for Helmet to arrive back at my old parking spot, searching. When he finds a dusty LandCruiser in Jessica’s place, he all but scratches his bulbous head.

He’s top-heavy, with swollen pecs and gorilla shoulders. His dark hair is shaved and he walks with his head back, as if getting a better view of potential attack.

I feel like having a little fun, and as he gives up and climbs into the Kia, I pay my bill. I time my stroll outside so I reach the pedestrian crossing just as Helmet nears the exit.

He hits the brakes, stopping hard in the middle of a row. Indecision wafts off the puttering engine. A Camry behind him beeps. The Kia takes off, hooning past me to circle back around to a new parking spot.

Helmet gets out and stalks after me. I stifle a smirk and head downhill towards Riversdale Road, enjoying the sunshine on my cheek.

As Helmet reaches the crossing, I wait for the second he’s distracted, checking for traffic, and step into a hidden nook beside an emergency exit. He hurries past a moment later. Stops a few metres down the path. Looks around. He turns and comes back.

It’s like playing fetch with Gnarls, where every fifth throw I whip my arm but hold on to the ball, watching her confused reaction.

Seeing him up close, though, I might have bitten off more than I can chew.

Helmet is late twenties. A hundred and twenty kilos, easy. Clean shaven, except for a retro soul patch. His nose has been broken more than once, but it’s his ears that concern me. The left is cauliflowered so badly it’s closed over, and the right is crinkling too. That kind of deformity requires long-term investment in combat sports. Years of big sweaty men punching your head, or squashing it into a mat. Extensive MMA training, or high-level grappling at least.

Whatever Hollywood would have us believe, there are no ‘secret moves’ I can use to beat someone this well trained who outweighs me by this much. If Helmet gets hold of me, I’m toast.

I’m mulling this over when a pimply teenager – wearing a deli uniform and with one of those swoop fringes – steps from behind the pylon beside me, throwing the cigarette he was smoking into a mounted ashtray. We startle each other. ‘Shit,’ he says, ‘sorry.’

I wave the apology off, keeping my eyes on Helmet, who’s paused a split second. I shrink back. This isn’t my dopey little cavoodle, looking for her missing ball. This is an abused Doberman, cocking his mangled ears at the sound of an intruder.

Helmet strides to the gutter. Glances left and right. Then, as if breaking character from his role as Befuddled Henchman Number One, he turns and looks directly at me.

He might as well growl.

I take off, rushing for the disabled access ramp leading to the footpath. Helmet speeds up to cut me off. He doesn’t run yet, though. Won’t make a scene. But he’s pissed.

I wonder how far he’s allowed to go, hurting me? Will he even stick to his orders, after I’ve humiliated him? Maybe he thinks he can punish me now and craft the story for Leon later? Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.

I can’t know if he still believes I’m a defenceless mouse, but surprise is the only advantage I have left. I play it up, hunching my shoulders, keeping my steps small and frantic. I make a show of fixing my keys between my fingers, the Wolverine’s claw taught by every low-budget self-defence instructor. At the same time, I can’t help picturing any cut to Helmet’s face reappearing on Leena’s. Nonsensical. And yet.

I hit the street ahead of him. I can’t look back but he’s right on my arse. Breathing loud but even. Thongs slapping and sucking the pavement. Faster. Closer.

I hit the corner, weave through a group of suits exiting an office building. I yell back over my shoulder, ‘I told you to leave me alone, Frankie!’

The men stop talking and glance at Helmet, assessing whether to intervene. Helmet doesn’t even slow down as he grabs the closest lone male, an Asian guy waiting at the tram stop. ‘You following that chick, bro?’

As he casts the man off again, I duck sideways, crossing the road ahead of a run of traffic. I pause on the tram tracks before cutting through the next group of cars. Peak-hour hasn’t started, but it’s busy enough that Helmet can’t immediately follow.

I bustle along the path, sweating from the rushing, the heat, the fear. Helmet stays on the opposite side, not looking my way but sticking parallel. The next intersection is a hundred metres away. A small avenue feeds in, leading to a block of old terrace houses. If I get there first, I’ll have options. I can jump fences or hide in someone’s yard.

But a Helmet-sized gap is forming in the traffic.

He steps down onto the bike path, still keeping pace but skipping sideways every few steps to check the cars behind. The gap opens and he dashes to the middle, purposeful now. My side of the road is clearing too. He allows himself a triumphant smile. Readies to run …

I’ll never know if my next movement was instinct or premeditation. I have no idea what drives me to take a single step, back in the opposite direction.

It feels like a reflex. Taking my hand off a hot stove. But there are so many layers to it. Calculations accounting for physics. Psychology. Luck.

Before I moved to Melbourne, I used to scoff at the fact that locals die every year getting hit by trams. It seemed absurd. Worthy of a Darwin Award. Trams are giant, lumbering, noisy things. Surely only drunk tourists got caught off guard?

But as a local, I know trams are easy to see and hear … from the side. Head on, though? A tram is a large, unmoving square, emitting rumbles and dings so common to Melbourne life, they blend in. Most Melburnians will remember a time they had a podcast on too loud, or got distracted by a French bulldog in a puffer vest, and looked up to see the flat glass face of a green and white leviathan, bearing down.

Part of me must factor this in. Anticipating Helmet won’t cross the road directly, but will take a diagonal route, aiming to cut me off. I even account for the tram driver’s state of mind; a person used to the crisscross flow of the city, who would see Helmet move in front but – analysing his pace – assume he’ll be well clear before the vehicle arrives. In fact, the only proof I didn’t plan it is I don’t worry about the karma of it all.

Regardless, that single step backwards is all it takes.

Helmet stops instantly. He shifts his weight, watching me. The Doberman, ready to dart wherever this cornered pussycat bolts. His stance is agile. Balanced. Prepared.

The net result, however, is stillness.

Helmet freezes, in the middle of the tracks. Like a tourist.

The driver slams on the brakes. They squeal for mercy and I hear gasps, thumps and cries as standing passengers are thrown forward and tumble over. The tram bell dings, hard and fast. Helmet looks up.

In the end, his fighter’s instincts betray him. He raises his hands, as if to box the Number 70.

I see the impact. Hear the thunk, like a coconut dropped on a wood floor. The tram takes twenty metres more to stop, carrying Helmet the entire way. The parts of him not left on the road, of course.

As bystanders begin screaming, I stroll back towards the traffic lights, taking confused, mildly concerned looks behind me. A busy city gal, interested in the commotion but too jaded to gawk. I fall in among other curious but self-involved pedestrians, working against the tide of people rushing to the scene.

Traffic backs up as drivers slow to stare.

~

‘Sorry I’m running so late.’ I lead Vinh and Fitz into our kitchen. ‘And for changing things up.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ says Vinh. ‘It’s been a rough time, I’m sure.’

‘Can I get you a coffee? Tea?’

‘No. Thank you, though.’

Fitz shakes his head, Me neither. He’s pissy about having to come back out to the house, instead of me going to the station.

After the tram, I went straight home. I called Jai on the drive, had him put Leena on the phone. Not freaking out. Not terrified I’d condemned her to a gruesome death. Just out of an abundance of caution. I had him stay with her until I arrived, whereupon I stood guard as she played with her blocks. Careful of those sharp corners, darling.

I didn’t even remember about the meeting with the detectives until Jai mentioned it. I hated to ruin the goodwill he and I had recovered, but I couldn’t leave either. I called Vinh. I’m sorry to do this to you but I can’t seem to leave the house. The trauma, I s’pose. Do you think maybe you could …?

Not that I’m any good to them now. Unable to keep my eyes off Leena. Picturing endless graphic versions of her bloody destruction. All ludicrous, obviously. I definitely can’t taste the fear on my tongue, sharp, like rusted tin.

‘You’ve had a change?’ Fitz says, little effort to hide his contempt now. ‘Remembered something?’

‘Yes. Maybe.’

‘And?’

‘Anything you can tell us would be great.’ Vinh says it to me but aims it at his partner. Fitz adopts an accommodating smile.

But sitting here, thinking it through: Is Helmet’s death even on me?

All I did was take a step. A tiny movement of the foot. That’s it.

Was I aware that movement might get him killed? Sure. But death is always a possibility. Two thousand people are killed by lightning strikes every year, worldwide. At any moment, any one of us could fall down a sinkhole, get hit by an asteroid or spontaneously combust. My conscience can’t be responsible for the wellbeing of every person I come into contact with.

Vinh and Fitz are staring at me.

‘I, um, think you might have been right about the balaclava.’

‘The driver did take it off?’ says Fitz.

‘Maybe I blocked it out, or … I don’t know.’

‘What do you remember about him?’ says Vinh.

Really, if I think about it, it’s Helmet’s own fault he’s dead. If he hadn’t been so aggressive coming after me, he wouldn’t currently be leaking into the cracks in Riversdale Road. I’d be dead, but he’d be fine. If anything, he was done in by a combination of circumstances and his own shitty personality.

‘Olivia?’

‘Sorry, I’m trying to remember.’

‘Can you tell us his age? Ethnicity? Tattoos, piercings, birthmarks. That sort of thing.’

Have I discovered a loophole in this whole divine retribution thing? I’m well beyond logic, but the maths checks out. If I play things hands-off – contributing to, rather than directly causing the violence – there might still be a way to make Dylan Curtis and his little mates pay.

And, hey, if it turns out none of this has anything to do with gods or karma, and I’m simply having a psychotic break, it seems smart to avoid committing murders directly.

‘Ms Hodges?’

‘The guy would have been late thirties or early forties, I’d say. I remember thinking he was older than I’d expect for that sort of crime. You know, based off movies.’

Fitz scoffs. ‘Yeah. Okay, then.’

‘Is something wrong?’

‘No,’ says Vinh, then ‘No’ again, for Fitz. ‘The witnesses from the supermarket thought the men all seemed younger. They didn’t see anyone unmasked, though.’

‘How old did they guess?’

‘Early twenties.’

‘Oh, no. No, I wouldn’t have said that. Maybe we could get one of those sketch artists in? Or do they have computers for that now?’

‘Cos we’ve got time for that.’

I furrow my brow, as if Fitz’s bargain-basement sarcasm has soared over my head.

‘Let’s start with the description for now,’ says Vinh.

‘There is something else I remembered, though. After the session with Elena?’ Hesitating. Uncertain whether to even mention it. ‘I’m pretty sure the guy had a tattoo.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. A tiger, I think. Some kind of big cat. You could see it, poking from under his sleeve. But a cartoon-style tiger, not one of those ones you see bogans get … Sorry, Detective Fitz, you know what I mean. A country Aussie.’

It takes Fitz a moment to understand what I’m implying. He gives a Jack Nicholson smile. ‘Right. Sure. Think you could draw it at least?’ He slides me a notepad and pen.

‘Okay. I’m not much of an artist, though.’

I begin scribbling the lower half of a sleek animal. Pouncing, with teeth bared. It’s a bad rendering. Too nightmarish. But to a fan, with some description and some, Aw, gee, wow, you really think so? it will soon be recognisable as a mascot.

The logo for the Geelong Cats.

The Cats are a popular football team, with a broad fan base. Having that tattoo doesn’t necessarily mean you’re from Geelong. But a detective might think it was worth checking out. At least cast an eye that way?

To the opposite side of Melbourne from Railton. Two and a half hours away, without traffic.

I need room to move.





Chapter twelve

Those old shot towers – like the one near my office – they’re hollow inside. The way the workers made bullets was to drip molten lead from the top. By the time it reached a pool of water at the bottom, friction would have turned the drip into a sphere.

It’s an ingenious technique, and sort of beautiful. But it always made me wonder about the misfit drips. Surely some fell funny. Glanced the side or caught a dust mote. Did every thousandth bullet come out round enough to pass, but secretly misshapen?

And when fired from a gun, what effect would these tiny imperfections have on a flight path? Over its full arc, would a bullet shift? Its trajectory shaped by the wind, dragging on near-invisible scars. A centimetre, even a few millimetres, might be enough. The difference between a graze and a strike. Between missing an organ and rupturing it. Avoiding and severing an artery.

How many lives were lost, or saved, because of a scratch on a little lead ball?

And how best could I scratch Connor Symonds’s balls?

Connor was born in New Zealand, to a Tongan mother and white Kiwi father. The family moved from Auckland when he was eight, Connor posing for a picture in the departure lounge. Toy suitcase in hand. Oversized Batman costume draping one eye. Ten years later, his mother died, her Facebook profile shifting from daily posts to yearly RIP mentions and Christian empowerment memes.

The online footprint for Connor’s father, Todd, is smaller. The images I can find show him surrounded by hefty tattooed men in wraparound sunglasses, sitting on chrome bikes or grim-faced as cute blondes dangle an arm around them for selfies. They’re Apaches, a breakaway bikie gang with headquarters in Dawesville, a hundred kilometres north of Railton, but who operate throughout the region. Todd doesn’t seem to be a patched member, but he’s definitely Apache-adjacent.

Observed from a distance, Connor seems quiet. He lopes and hunches along, ungainly for someone so small, like his skin-suit shrunk in the wash and he’s stretching out the rumples. He listens to old-school rap constantly. Nas, Talib Kweli, Rakim and Q-Tip blare from his open car window when he pauses at traffic lights, come tinny and muffled from his earbuds as he buys a case of beer at the bottle-o, and he mouths along to them in the pub when he stops to drink a pot, alone.

When his mum died, Connor took over the rent on their boxy fibro three-bedroom house. It’s set on a small block with a paved backyard. A semi-attached garage and carport are planted on one side, where the HiLux, Dylan’s Isuzu and a couple of dirt bikes sit under tarps. 

Connor never rises before midday but, once up, leaves within minutes, pausing only to pat Tigger. He’ll smoke ice in one of his secret spots, then head to the shops, the pub or the park to chain-smoke perfectly round rollies while squatting against a wall, upper body hunched as if shielding the flame. He avoids people, including the rest of Leon’s crew, but on his walks through the neighbourhood will go out of his way to pass as many dogs as possible. Most know him on sight. Connor likes dogs.

He likes thieving too. The group must be flush after the robbery, yet, while buying a fresh pouch of tobacco, I watch him wait for the split second the attendant is distracted to pocket a roll of tropical-flavoured Mentos. Compulsive.

His real passion, though, is ice. Connor might be meth’s biggest fan. I’m no expert on average intake, but in the two days I follow him, I never see him sober.

He rarely smokes in company, preferring to vanish down an alley. Into a bush. Behind his car. If he can’t get away, and has to delay these regular interludes, I watch the urge rise in his body. Limbs twitching but torso stiff. Withdrawal fusing his vertebrae.

Connor’s dealer lives in a red-brick house two kilometres away. He’s also a Kiwi, tall and broad with tight curly hair. He wears black t-shirts a size too small and thick, Kevlar motorbike jeans, no matter the weather. The mail delivered to the house is for Gareth Davidson, Peter Mills or Daniel Morton. No idea which is correct. Connor calls him ‘bro’. I call him Curly. Curly’s an Apache, all the way in. Patched, tatted, flag hanging in his garage.

Their relationship goes beyond client–supplier. On Connor’s arrival, the two will slap hands and grin heartily at each other, the only time I see Connor smile. I stay after he leaves and, though Curly laughs with all his customers, only Connor makes that laugh hit a high-pitched, slightly manic note. Curly has a large bitser dog called P or P-Money, and the instant Connor appears, she’ll bound around him, whining and barking.

All this might explain why Connor buys daily, rather than in bulk, as his habit justifies.

Curly’s proudest possession is a highlighter-green top-of-the-line HSV Commodore. He spends most days in the carport, ‘chilly bin’ full of beers, hood up or washing it down, stereo thumping. After receiving his order, Connor will smoke up in front of Curly – another exception – then hang around, passing tools. Mostly he paces, talking shit, patting P-Money.

He’s in one of these states when I hear Connor’s Brilliant Idea.

‘You could do that kind of weight, you reckon?’ Connor says. ‘For thirty?’

‘For sure, man. I got you.’

I’ve set a burner phone down by the neighbour’s fence, calling a second handset, so I can eavesdrop from across the street. It’s surveillance overkill, since Connor and Curly speak loud enough to hear from the next suburb over.

‘That’d be mean as, bro. Magic. Might even want more, you know? Later, though. Leon’s contact fell through. Can’t say who, but … Yeah, thirty, fuck. Leon’s gonna cream his dacks. He’ll be like, “Ungh, ungh, unghmyGodthirty!”’

Curly laughs. ‘Yeah, we’re sweet. Long as you don’t go getting stupid, ay?’

‘Stupid? Stupid how? Whaddya mean?’

Curly’s voice goes stern. ‘You don’t sell round here. My town, my customers.’

‘Nah, of course not. I wouldn’t.’

‘Cos I don’t want to be a dick but, if you did, we’d have a problem.’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t be stupid, bro. Shit. I’m too busy being a genius.’

Curly gives that high laugh. ‘Funny cunt.’

They continue the conversation. When can Curly get the drugs? Depends on when Connor can bring the money. Tomorrow night? Tomorrow will work.

These are not criminal masterminds.

While I’m following Connor, he even leads me to what I’m almost certain is the gun Leon used to kill Zhang, the IGA owner. Connor has stashes all around the neighbourhood. Behind compost bins, under rocks. Small quantities of drugs mostly, but sometimes booze or things he’s shoplifted. The murder weapon is buried with half a gram, under a tree by the river. A black .45 pistol, the handle sticky where the electrical tape was ripped off.

It doesn’t take long to piece together that the money from the ATM robbery was meant to finance a drug deal. Likely that deal was with Ashton ‘Chainsaw’ Strzelecki, an amateur fighter and ‘underworld enforcer’, according to the newspapers, but better known to me as Helmet.

There’s been little coverage of the tram thing. Written off as an accident. At least, the tabloids have avoided headlines about gangland sagas, or tit-for-tat crime wars.

I wait until Curly goes out before setting up. It’s fun, wandering the house and garden, planting a loose brick here, a tyre iron there. Loading the shotgun he’s hidden behind his washing machine. Angling the knife block for easy access. It feels like hiding Easter eggs for the girls.

Connor arrives at 9.40pm. Twenty minutes early, sucking nervously on a rollie. One hand glued to the strap of his backpack. He tries to look casual but you can see the $30,000, stashed in the bag, as a thought bubble over his head. He doesn’t even spot P-Money until she whines.

The dog is leashed to the Commodore’s back seat, window cracked, with a bowl of water and a couple of chew toys. When she sees Connor, she paws at the window.

‘Whatcha doing in there, girl?’

Connor’s eyes slide to the front seat. To the baggie of drugs, set in the square of light cast by the streetlamp.

It’s a pittance in the grand scheme of things. In the History of Connor and Ice. Six hundred dollars’ worth. And I likely got ripped off. It’s especially small when compared with the package he’s there to buy.

You know, I used to think people could be scared into overcoming their Inner Fuck-Up. Into thinking long-term. There were even a few jobs, in the beginning, when I let someone go with a warning. A gun barrel scraping the roof of your mouth should reframe anyone’s perspective, right? I’d tell the target to stop whatever sketchy thing they were doing, clear town by sunrise and never come back. They’d nod and cry and leave, dedicated anew to the straight and narrow. I won’t. I’m sorry. I’ve learned.

They always came back, though. Geographically and ethically. We’re all our own worst enemy; scorpions and frogs and all that. For example, if I open a party-size packet of Doritos, I can’t help scoffing the lot.

So you know how I handle it, Connor? I don’t buy the bag. I don’t even go down the fucking chip aisle.

It’s not like the drugs are even freely available. They’re locked away, in the possession of (as far as Connor’s aware) a violent criminal, who knows him well and expects him at that time. The only thing that qualifies them as a temptation is the fact they’re visible and unguarded.

It’s innate, though. I think Connor would have known the drugs were there, even without P-Money whimpering. His spidey-sense would have tingled.

Just like Curly didn’t need me to turn his motion-activated camera away from the front door and towards the driveway. Even without the grainy footage popping up on his phone, Curly would have known he was being fucked over. He would have felt a disturbance in the Force.

Never hurts to have backups, though.

Watching Connor break into the car is like watching a penguin go from waddling on a beach to slicing through the waves as a tuxedoed bullet. His awkwardness vanishes. His movements become smooth, careful, measured. When I broke into the Commodore, I bent the mechanism to make the door harder to jimmy. Yet Connor registers the fault immediately. He doesn’t panic. Adjusts. A flick of his fingers and the lock clunks open.

He eases the door ajar. It jolts, stopping. The cable I’ve tied from the seat shifter to the handle is catching, preventing it from opening further.

Connor pauses again, confused. He runs his hand along the gap, an appraiser feeling for flaws. P-Money scratches at the seat back, trying to jump into the front.

‘It’s alright, girl. Good girl,’ Connor whispers.

He’s so focused on the challenge at hand, he doesn’t hear the front door open. It can’t help that for some reason the wheelie bins are at just the right angle to block his view.

As Curly steps outside, barefoot, the security light ticks. But the bulb has been removed and the darkness holds. He peers into the gloom, bobbing his head to see the silhouette crouched by his pride and joy.

The fuck? he mouths.

Hearing the door judder against the cable, Curly creeps closer. After all the options I gave him inside, it’s disappointing to see him unarmed. He casts around for a weapon. Ignores the screwdriver lying by the toolbox. Passes over the hammer, set by the chilly bin. In the end it’s the hatchet that calls to him, abandoned on the ground beside P-Money’s food dish. I must stop that silly bitch playing with my tools.

Curly inches towards the Commodore, moving quietly for a big man. As he rounds the car, he glances at the hatchet in his hand. You can tell he’s a nice guy by the way he turns the grip, so the blunt end faces out. Wanting to do less damage.

A nice guy, but not the sharpest tool in the shed himself. That heavy iron was never going to tickle.

As Curly swings the hatchet with full force, Connor gives a cry of surprise. There’s a wet thud, followed by choking moans of pain.

Curly pauses to look at the figure on the ground. Recognising Connor, he hesitates.

Then shock. Betrayal.

Rage.

‘You scheming little shit!’ He steps in. Whack. Whack. Whack. ‘Fucking dog me, cunt?’ He swings the hatchet again and again. Swearing. Screeching.

Soon each retraction of the axe-head brings a slurping sound. As if pulled from mud. The moans go quiet.

Curly’s blood lust fades. ‘Fuck. Oh fuck.’

He drops the weapon and backs away. Rubs his face, stunned, smearing blood over his cheeks. He yells again, in horror. Looks up and down the street. His eyes move back to the scene.

Curly begins to cry.

He turns and runs back inside. I creep to the Commodore. Careful to stay out of the camera’s frame, I pull the money from the backpack. I barely glance at the pulpy mess that used to be Connor.

I go home and sleep the sleep of the dead.





Dylan

Rekt punches his own palm. ‘This is fucken war! We should go baseball bat one of those Apache cunts right now.’

He looks to Leon for approval. Leon stares into the fire. They sit on plastic chairs, on the pavers around the old barbecue pit. Dylan already mentioned maybe it wasn’t a great idea cooking with an open flame during a total fire ban, even at night. But Leon was keen on the pit since Connor showed it to them, saying it was the best way to do steak.

‘They fucking knock Connor, we gotta hit them back.’ Rekt appeals to Dylan now. ‘I’m telling you. Otherwise everyone tries it on.’

Dylan shrugs. He still hasn’t seen a doctor and his shoulder is in agony. He can use it, but something is wrong, deep in the joint. Tension aggravates it and every day there’s something new to be tense about. Chainsaw getting killed. Connor telling him about the secret deal. Now Connor dead.

Leon tongues at meat fibres caught in his back teeth. ‘Cash is gone too.’

A fresh bolt of pain hits Dylan’s shoulder.

‘What cash?’ says Rekt. ‘Our cash?’

‘Thirty K of it, yeah, so fuck-all left. Cops or bikies got it now. Thanks to Connor.’

‘Connor took it? Bullshit.’

‘Sound about right to you, Dyl?’

Rekt is slow to process what Leon’s said. He narrows his eyes at Dylan. Then punches his injured arm. ‘You knew he ripped us off?’

Dylan cries out in pain. ‘I saw him leaving. But he didn’t rip us off.’

Leon taps a burning log with his boot. Watches embers chip off and flurry skywards.

‘Serious, Leon. He wasn’t stealing from—’

Night turns to day as a sun flares in Dylan’s vision. His head explodes. Sparks spray. He yells, falling off his chair and slapping at his forehead. Skin burning and the smell of singed hair.

His hand covers one eye, but the other fills with that hellish light. Fingers grab his ear, twisting as if to tear it off. He yells again. Past the burning log he sees Leon, visibly restraining himself from pushing the bright coal clear through Dylan’s pupil. Tigger was snoozing by Dylan’s feet but now she’s up, barking a storm.

‘You sly little cunt,’ Leon says to Dylan.

‘Don’t, Leon! Please. Connor said you were running round everywhere, finding a hook-up, when he could get a bargain through the Apaches. Then we wouldn’t have to worry they’d come back on us.’

‘You think I couldn’t have scored off those fat pricks?’ Leon pushes the ember closer. The heat prickles. ‘They won’t want us dealing here, fuck-nuts.’

Tigger’s barking hits a new pitch. Snarling at Leon now.

‘I’m sorry!’ Dylan yells.

In one smooth motion, Leon shoves Dylan back into his seat, turns and thrusts the burning log into Tigger’s face, grinding her towards the ground.

Tigger yelps and skids back. Tumbles arse over head in her rush to get away from the scalding fire. She scarpers up and hops the fence, clipping the top and falling hard on her flank. Her legs scoop the air, till she thrashes up and takes off down the street, still whining.

Dylan’s too scared to call her back. The burnt-dog-flesh smell is rank.

Leon places the log back in the fire, as if it rolled out. ‘Yeah, you’re sorry, little brother. Next job’s on you.’





Chapter thirteen

Takunda sips his turmeric latte, processing my story. ‘You’re killing again?’

‘No, that’s the point. Connor made all the choices. He got himself killed.’

‘A man was alive. Now, because of actions you took, he’s dead.’

‘All I did was present the opportunity. At worst, I’m an enabler.’

‘You manipulated him into getting murdered. And someone else into committing that murder.’

‘A violent bikie, who’d beat his friend to death over a car. You really think that was his first notch on the belt? Karma all round, far as I’m concerned.’

Takunda’s tone flattens. ‘Karma is a universal law of cause and effect, not some trigger you pull. If you need to make excuses for taking a life, you’ve had years to invent those rationalisations. Don’t use my beliefs.’

I roll my eyes and drink my latte. It tastes like spiced dirt.

The temple grounds are beautiful. Ornate gardens leading to a sheer bluff, giving views across the entire valley. The temple is nice too, though its stone and gold Nepalese construction looks out of place, even somewhere as architecturally eccentric as the Hills. It feels like a movie set, and the people doing chores or shuffling in for prayers are actors. Everyone gives Takunda big There he is! grins.

‘Do you ever feel weird around all these white people in robes?’

‘Don’t even start. While you’re out “enabling murder”, everyone here is actively working to do less harm in the world and move closer to becoming boundless love. That’s their literal goal. Why do you care what they wear?’

He’s prickly and I should leave it. On the other hand, ‘You really believe these numpties have figured out the meaning of life?’

Takunda sighs. ‘Liese, there’s a point where cynical people stop sounding intelligent and start sounding like a YouTube comments section.’

I give a thumbs down and blow a raspberry. I’ve had my fill of lectures for the day.

Earlier, I woke to a message from Jai: Taking Leena for breakfast. Wanna do the park later?

Inviting me to share in Leena’s first time back around other kids. A capital-P Parenting opportunity. The text might as well have come with an olive branch emoji.

I was still floating on this high when I stumbled into the kitchen, psyching myself up to brave the coffee machine unaided, and found Mum and Dad waiting in the same seats Vinh and Fitz had sat in.

‘Oh good,’ I said.

‘We’re just a bit worried you’re falling into old patterns, darling,’ Mum said. ‘Remember how you were when you first got back from deployment?’ She loves using words like tour and deployment to describe my time in Afghanistan, enunciating them like they’re rock bands she’s heard are popular with the kids. ‘We don’t want you getting out of sorts again.’

‘I’m not.’

‘But you are a bit, you know, quiet?’ She looked to Dad for validation.

‘Sylvie, this is different,’ he said, giving me a nod of solidarity. ‘Back then she was getting used to life out of a bloody warzone. She went a bit off the rails, then got it back under control. She’s a different person now.’

Mum tightened her lips and refocused on me, refusing to acknowledge the crumbling of her united front. ‘You can talk to us.’

‘She knows she can.’

‘Evan.’

‘No, I said you were pestering her. She’s sad. Of course she is. We all deal with things in our own way and you’ve gotta respect that.’ He patted my hand. ‘I reckon it’s a feat of marvels she hasn’t burned that fucking police station to the ground. Useless pricks.’

‘Evan, please.’

‘They should have caught them days ago. Had those murdering bastards strung up and swinging from the nearest tree.’

And so on, bickering back and forth, until I excused myself and left the house, uncaffeinated.

‘I’m fine with what I did,’ I say to Takunda now.

It’s true. The whole time with Connor, I never felt so much as a whiff of an anxiety attack. I haven’t experienced any symptoms at all. It’s the reverse. I feel clean. Useful, even.

‘Then why come here and tell me? To brag?’

‘No.’ Maybe a little. ‘To bring you this.’ I hand over the envelope of Leon’s cash. I split the thirty grand into ten anonymous donations to different charities.

‘You think monks and nuns want your blood money?’

‘I think they’ll spend it.’

A middle-aged blonde woman walks past, wearing the traditional clothes of a Pashtun man. She beams at Takunda like she’s been lobotomised.

Once she’s out of earshot, he turns to me. ‘You need some time away. Get out from under whatever this is. Why don’t I take you somewhere a few days?’

‘Yeah, right.’

‘It’ll give you a fresh perspective. Some breathing space.’

I laugh. ‘Jai trusts me – monogamy-wise, at least – but I think even he might have a problem with me skipping town with some guy he’s never met.’

I assumed Takunda was proposing an innocent getaway. Separate rooms. Like a meditation retreat. His gruff silence says he had other things in mind.

‘Jesus, Takunda. Really?’

I feel stupid. Like I finally let my guard down, accepting this Buddhism thing in good faith, only for him to reveal he’s still so basic.

He scowls. ‘I’m worried about you. Do you really think you’re acting rationally?’

‘Of course not, I’m very aware I’m crazy. That’s what grief is.’

~

Jai and I take Leena to the park closest to our house. We figure it’s familiar ground and will be a short run home if she has a meltdown. It’s small. Two swings, climbing equipment and a slippery dip, set beside clay tennis courts with more quirks than a pub pool table. It’s surprisingly quiet for a Saturday. A girl races a boy in circles, down the slide and up the steps, both gulping air to cope with the laughter and running.

Leena was always quick to make playground friends. In fact, she took these relationships more seriously than other kids did, and I often had to rush after a parent or, once, tail their car down the road, to organise a play date so she’d stop crying.

That was Leena Before. Now, she stares from the edge of the tanbark. Straight-backed and still. She no longer needs a sling, just the bandage, and her arms are locked by her sides.

‘Do you think this has made her – I dunno – weird?’ I say.

Jai seems unsure whether to scold me.

‘Like she is never not-cute to me, obviously. But if we saw another kid standing like that, we would definitely think she sets fires for fun.’

He tries to smile. Can’t muster it. ‘I think she’ll be okay about … Edie. Down the track anyway. How much do you remember from when you were three?’

I shrug. Nothing.

‘It’s us putting our shit on her that worries me. How can we treat her normally after … what happened?’

Choosing the park was as much about our needs as Leena’s. We knew she should spend time around playing children, rather than another day in the starched air of our house. But we couldn’t stomach childcare, Gymbaroo or swim classes. All that squealing and unfiltered joy. And the parents’ looks. So smug, with their live children.

‘I’ve been researching therapists specialising in childhood grief,’ Jai says. ‘There’s one in Emerald who seems good?’

‘Whatever she needs.’

He nods and goes back to watching Leena.

‘What do you need?’ I say.

My segue is ham-fisted but Jai turns his whole body to face me. I’ve piqued his interest with this plot twist, introducing a Caring Wife character.

‘It’s just … I realise I’ve been throwing myself into work at the agency lately. And I’ll probably keep doing that. Maybe it’s not healthy but … We won’t get into that again. I’m wondering if you want something from me?’

‘I just want Leena to be okay.’

‘Sure, but for you.’

Jai hesitates. Not because he doesn’t have an answer. He just isn’t sure he can say it. Finally he says, ‘I guess I’d like some, um, reassurance?’

‘Of what?’

‘Well. I’ve been pissed at you. I haven’t been subtle about that. And for the record, I think I was justified.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘But you do know it’s not, like, a forever thing. Right?’

‘Oh, Jai.’ I want to cup my hands around his porcelain heart.

‘It’s just, there’s that thing people say, about divorce rates skyrocketing for parents who lose a child. And I think it’s actually a myth, because the study I saw said 16 per cent increase. Which is only … I mean, of course it would go up. But I hope you realise, I consider the shit you’re throwing at me, and the shit I’m throwing at you, to be … Ah, fuck.’ He shakes the tension out of his shoulders. ‘Just know, all the fighting I’m doing is because I want us to keep going, not because I want us to stop. Does that make sense?’

I reach over and touch his hand. ‘It does. Thank you.’

He exhales. ‘Good.’

‘And I hope you know everything I’m doing is for us too. I mean, that’s always the case, but the work I’m doing now – it’s for our family.’

He nods cautiously, plotting a path through the verbal minefield ahead. ‘I support you doing whatever you need to get past this. But I want to make sure you’re not taking on any extra burden. We don’t need the money. It’s not like … we have fancy dinners planned.’

Jai and I get pretty dark with our in-jokes, and I can tell he was going to say something about us having reduced family expenses. A reflex, but neither of us can go there.

‘I know. It helps me, though. You could try picking up a few new clients too? Distract yourself?’

Jai does occasional work coaching gamers or – weirder to me – getting paid to play other people’s accounts to get them high scores or upgrades. He grimaces, like this is the last thing he’d want to do.

The little boy on the playground calls out, ‘Mummy, what’s she doing?’

He’s stopped playing and is dangling off the chain-link ladder, pointing at Leena. Her arms are folded and she’s swaying, like in a horror movie.

The boy’s mother gives us a tight, apologetic smile. Steps closer to her kid and hisses something about tolerance or minding his fucking business.

‘Do you want to go home?’ I ask Jai. ‘This park is full of nosy little freak kids.’

‘Yeah. Sure. But can we do something, please? Anything. Movie marathon?’

‘God, yes. Actually, what’s the time? The markets will be on for another hour or so?’

‘Gelato!’

‘I reckon we empty Genny’s stock and pig out until we’ve either eaten our feelings or slipped into a diabetic coma.’

‘God, a coma sounds like heaven.’

‘Doesn’t it?’

~

On the drive to the market, Jai and I try to get Leena excited for the movie night and gelato. When she doesn’t respond we suggest flavours to each other. ‘Spaghetti vomit!’ and ‘Fish guts with coriander!’ and ‘Gnarls Barkly’s poo flavour!’ The other replying, ‘Oh, yes please,’ or ‘I love that one.’

Leena finally pipes up, worried. ‘I don’t want those flavours.’

Jai hmmms, like this is a real puzzler, before reeling off all her favourites, and ours. I notice he doesn’t include English Toffee, Edie’s go-to. It always cracked me up that my funny little kid chose something a petticoated schoolmarm might get as a minor indulgence.

As we pull into the open-air car park where they hold the weekly markets, Jai is already planning the sequence of films. Silly, since Leena will rule the remote, obviously. He ducks off, heading for the cinema. Jai is a bigger class warrior than me, so it’s his secret shame that the only popcorn he’ll eat is the overpriced cinema variety.

Most market stalls are already closing, vendors packing away their potted herbs, biodynamic marmalade and hand-knitted cat clothes. Leena usually browses the reclaimed-timber toys or, if led by Edie, looks through the energy crystals for pretty ones. Today she stays glued to my side, like we might expect an attack anytime.

‘Is that my friend, Leena Long-Legs Lemon-Drop?’ Genny calls over the queue. Leena doesn’t give her usual giggle, but a smile peeks out, as if checking the weather. Genny has three daughters of his own and must sense something is off, because he just winks and goes back to serving.

I return to the crucial work of calculating the maximum amount of gelato our freezer will hold, once I throw out the frozen vegetables and old bread. I’m distracted enough I don’t recognise the man lined up in front of me until he speaks.

‘Morning, Olivia … Sorry, it’s just gone afternoon actually.’

Detective Vinh is wearing a faded aqua polo shirt tucked into dark blue jeans, kept in check by a woven leather belt. New Balance joggers complete the Suburban Dad Starter Kit. I glance around, afraid I’ve blown an undercover sting on counterfeit Bunnings vouchers.

Vinh nods to acknowledge the awkwardness. Points towards Genny’s truck. ‘Being up here reminded me about this place. My husband loves the dulce de leche.’

‘Us too.’

He looks down at Leena. ‘And what’s your favourite flavour?’

She doesn’t even consider responding. I brush a hand through her hair. ‘Today it’s bubble gum.’

Vinh nods as if this is a profound choice. To me he says, ‘I’ve been meaning to call you. I’m afraid we’ve hit a bit of a wall in the case.’

Shit. I should have asked. This whole exchange feels out of place, like seeing my schoolteacher at the supermarket. ‘Is there anything you can tell me?’

‘Well …’ He cocks his head. ‘There is something. Not directly related. It more concerns you.’

‘Really?’ I keep my face neutral, assuring myself that if it had anything to do with Connor’s death, this conversation would have a very different tone.

‘Help you there, mate?’ says Genny.

Vinh gives me a polite nod, before ordering his take-home tub of Dulce de Leche Your Hair Down. Once he has it he steps aside, but lingers beside the queue.

My mind races through the possibilities of what he might say. I’m also slightly embarrassed at how many flavours I’m getting. As Genny piles them along the counter, I pretend not to notice Vinh waiting. I pay and stack them in my arms to go.

‘If I could just grab you a moment, Olivia?’

‘Sure.’ I make a show of rearranging the cumbersome tubs, hinting he shouldn’t keep me long.

‘You’re having a party?’ Then, before I can react, ‘Of course you aren’t. I’m sorry I asked that.’ He exhales. ‘I’m just … I’ve been umming and ahhing over telling you this for some time.’

‘You’re freaking me out a little here.’ He’s never struck me as the type to um or ah.

‘Sorry. It’s nothing to concern you. The reason I haven’t spoken up earlier is that I’m not sure telling you is totally professional.’

The ice cream is heavy and cold.

‘I’m worrying you more, aren’t I? “Dig up, Trung,”’ he jokes to himself. Sighs. ‘I wanted to explain, while I don’t know exactly what you’re going through, I do have some insight to your situation. Your loss, I mean. Some personal experience.’

With all his build-up and faltering, it takes me a second to understand what he means. I should have put it together earlier. Recommending Elena.

‘Oh my God? Your child—’

‘Six years ago,’ he says, cutting me off before the definitive words. ‘Next month.’

‘Six years?’

‘Flynn was a little older than Edith. Almost nine, he’d say. Old enough, we thought, to walk himself to his friend’s house. He’d done it a hundred times. Forty-five seconds, door to door.’ His mouth twitches. ‘There was a, um … dog. A pit bull, wandering loose. Something in it just snapped. A neighbour killed it with a shovel but, by then …’

‘Oh, Jesus. Detective Vinh—’

‘I think you have to call me Trung. At least in a gelato queue.’ His eyes are red-rimmed but he smiles through it. ‘The dog was unregistered, but purebred. Well cared for. My colleagues never found the owners.’ The twist he puts on ‘colleagues’ is the world’s harshest performance review. ‘It must have lived locally, though. So someone close, someone in my community, knows what they took from us.’

‘Trung. I’m so sorry.’

‘I appreciate that. Anyway, I thought it might give you some context. That I can’t know exactly what’s happening for you, but I have the gist.’

‘The “gist”.’ The gist of Edith’s death.

Jai’s movie marathon suggestion had lifted me but now the fatigue is back, tenfold.

‘As I mentioned, the investigation isn’t going as we’d hoped. Portions of the media have drawn links to outlaw motorcycle clubs. To be clear, I don’t think those links are credible. But people are intimidated. And I understand that. We’re trying to ensure everyone knows we’ll protect them.’

‘I’m sure they know.’

‘And that’s my point, I suppose. I hope, in telling you what happened to me, you’ll believe it when I say’ —he addresses me like he’s looking down the barrel of a camera— ‘you will regret the things you don’t do. Any information you keep from us, or hide. Out of fear, or … something else. You’ll regret everything you didn’t do to catch the people who killed your daughter.’

The words splash against me like ice water. I pause. ‘Did you really just fucking say that to me?’

‘I’m sorry to be abrupt, but—’

‘You’d use your dead kid, to guilt me about mine, so you can clear a case?’

Vinh blinks. ‘Clear a case?’

My hackles are up and I bulldoze on. ‘You think I’d let those pieces of shit get away? That I wouldn’t do everything in my power to rip them limb from limb and eat their fucking hearts? After what they did—’

I stop speaking. I’ve made a mistake.

Vinh isn’t offended. Just surprised. Then his surprise disappears and, suddenly, even in those clothes, the detective is back. Scrutinising me.

‘I always assumed your lack of cooperation was because you were afraid those men would seek revenge.’ He’s speaking to himself again. ‘But you’re not scared, are you? You’re furious. I don’t think you scare easily at all.’

A cold wind might as well have picked up.

‘I have to go, Detective, um, Trung.’

Vinh doesn’t reply. But he watches me as I drag Leena away. Watches me right up until I reach the car, where Jai is waiting.

I fumble to open the doors, dropping two tubs and cracking the Mega Mocha Magic in my rush to leave.





Chapter fourteen

I was never the movie ideal of a hitwoman. My kills were uncinematic. No poisoned darts at the opera, single-handedly defeating the Yakuza or honey-potting the Russian ambassador. I speak one and a half languages, at best, and the highest political contract I ever got was president of the local bocce club.

I did one job worthy of the silver screen, though. On paper, at least. It had everything: picturesque location, quirky target, innovative kill.

This British guy had set up a cult on Portugal’s south-western coast. A sex cult, though I repeat myself. In my experience every cult starts with Let’s build utopia! and Speak directly to God! But pretty soon it’s Did we mention enlightenment can only be inhaled from the Supreme Leader’s penis?

This messiah was particularly uninspiring. He’d been a hedge fund investor before he woke up and remembered he was the Second Coming. His commune was a tent city in the backyard of his beachside compound. Most followers realised he was full of shit within a year and left, but through rotation, he maintained a healthy stable of thirty to forty devotees. He specialised in tourists. Twenty-somethings doing the festival circuit or middle-aged couples on holiday from their stuffy nine-to-fives, looking for a higher Truth.

One of these couples got out, only for the Messiah to lure back their fifteen-year-old daughter. The cops proved ineffective so, through one avenue or another, the couple reached out to Dante. Whom else would Dante ask?

They specified the Messiah should be shot. I never found out if this held some poetic irony or they wanted it simple. Whatever the case, it created significant logistical problems. Like all human embodiments of love, the Messiah believed everyone was out to murder him. No one got into the compound without a thorough pat-down and passing through an X-ray machine and metal detector. Could I simply ram a knitting needle through his ear canal? No, I could not.

After accepting the limitations, though, I found the challenge fun. There’s this Clint Eastwood thriller from the 90s where an assassin, played by John Malkovich, sneaks a plastic gun through some metal detectors, putting the bullet in a key ring. This was before the days of 3D printers, and the innovation of it impressed me.

I put my own spin on it, finding the smallest gun I could – a Derringer .22, from a sketchy dealer in Malaga – breaking it and the bullets down into parts and mixing them among old radio innards. I posed as an electrical engineer who designed communications systems for diving boats, on holiday after a job in Lisbon. Rebuilding antique radios was the hipster hobby of my character, Janine. Once inside I’d hand-load the ammunition using powder smuggled inside a foundation compact.

All this deception turned out to be pointless. The pat-down was conducted by a hemp-shirted Scottish man with ginger dreadlocks and a nose piercing, who was more interested in finding the exact point where a search became sexual assault than in finding any weapons. The X-ray machine was ‘being serviced’, and the metal detector didn’t pick up my belt buckle, keys or headphones, so was likely cosmetic.

The Messiah frothed over my backstory, though: Hypothetically, could you build a receiver the authorities can’t trace?

Hell yeah, I could. Give me a week.

After two days of yoga, gardening and overcooked lentils – watched every second by Handsy MacFlowerchild – I finally got my invitation to the big house. Late afternoon I ascended the stairs to the Messiah’s gaudy lounge room. Giant bay windows gave panoramic views of the pristine beach. It felt like you could step off the balcony into that warm turquoise water.

The Messiah handed me a wine I assumed was 90 per cent Rohypnol. I gave a bubbly hair flick, I’m kind of a beer girl, and grabbed a bottle from the fridge.

Within minutes he was covering both sides of our conversation. Deep down, didn’t you always suspect you were special, Janine? Of course you did. But do you really believe you can elevate yourself to your full potential, out there? Of course you don’t.

I nodded, captivated. A young woman, truly Seen for the first time.

Because he was right. This rigid, capitalist society was so unnatural and cloistered. Janine needed to free herself. To cast off these restrictive societal norms. Emancipate herself from the chains of—

Aaaaand his cock was out.

The Messiah walked to the couch and grabbed the stereo remote, turning up the headache-inducing house music he played to appeal to festival-heads. His erection stuck from his open zipper, like he was a cliché-machine and you had to crank the handle.

When he turned back around, I shot him in the chest.

I must have missed a screw or something, putting the Derringer back together. The force of the shot made it spring apart in my hand. I was lucky to keep my fingers. I had another bullet but, by that stage, I’d do more damage throwing it at him.

The Messiah fell back on the couch, gasping like a landed marlin. He clutched his wound with one hand while pawing for his phone with the other. The speed and colour of the blood told me I’d hit an artery.

But as I slid the phone out of reach, he still had the strength to go for a kitchen knife. I front-kicked him back onto the cushions. He got up again. I kicked him again. Our dance became repetitive.

It was a low-calibre bullet, so I wasn’t shocked it didn’t kill him outright. But his tenacity was something to behold.

He tired eventually, though. Slumped on the cushions. His now-flaccid penis curled against his leg like an albino slug wearing a turtleneck. The bass from the speakers lowered as an ethereal track came on. The Messiah blinked slowly, watching the sun dip into the ocean and set the sky and water aflame. It was the most gorgeous sunset I’d ever seen.

And it pissed me off.

I knew that narcissistic bastard read it as a metaphor. God throwing a wake for his second begotten son.

The sunset view from the deck of our Phillip Island Airbnb is almost as pretty. And I’m just as conflicted about it.

‘Let’s go away,’ I’d said on the drive back from the market, the scorch marks from Vinh’s glare still burning my neck.

‘Like a weekender?’

‘We need to get out from under all of this.’ I gestured to include the entire Hills.

‘Do you think we’re allowed?’

‘We didn’t do anything.’

‘Yeah, but the investigation?’

‘Well, everyone seems to agree I’m not much help there.’ The road was winding but I shot him a sly look to make it clear I was only being slightly passive-aggressive. ‘The police can call us if they need. Just a couple of days. Please?’

‘Yes, then. My God, yes. Let’s go right now. What do you think, Leena?’

Leena stayed quiet.

My energy lifted. ‘We go home, pack the bare essentials. One hour, then we’re out. We book a place from the road. Mum and Dad can look after the house … or they can fly home.’ I spoke the last bit into my chest, like we’d been edging around the topic for days. ‘A proper break.’ I hummed the theme to Mission Impossible, rousing us for the task.

It took us two hours in the end, still a post-kids record. The trip to Phillip Island was smooth. Peak season was waning, making the traffic tolerable. We grabbed battered flathead tails and crispy chips from our favourite place in San Remo, along with a medium-bodied pinot grigio. When we reached the beach house, Jai declared, ‘No one unpack anything!’ We’d go straight into movie-watching. I reminded him about the hundred-odd dollars’ worth of gelato melting in the boot. ‘Fine, but that’s it!’

We ran through movie after movie on the wide plasma. Leena stayed silent, glued to the screen, but we could tell she enjoyed the fish and chips from the way she wiggled her bum as she chewed, as if tasting it with her whole body. Jai raised his glass to me, acknowledging the operation’s success.

If he noticed I’d brought a bigger suitcase for myself, packing far more than I’d need for a weekend, he didn’t mention it. I wasn’t even sure what I planned to do. Old habits kicking in.

Would I really flee? Because of one little look from Vinh? Where would I – no, where would we – go?

Leena fell asleep three quarters of the way through Moana. We put her to bed and took the remaining wine to the balcony. And now we sit, watching the sun retreat, letting the swish of the waves slip back and forth over us. Dangling in time.

‘I miss them fighting,’ I say. ‘They should have been fighting over rooms.’

Edith was a heavy presence on the drive. Every time we passed a cow without anyone saying, Moooooove out of the way, cow! and laughing. The fact no one repeatedly asked, Will we smell it yet? until Jai or I said, Try now, around Grantville, and she’d crack the windows to suck in that first hint of salt air (You can smell it!). The woeful lack of calamari rings and tomato sauce with our fish and chips.

‘When the app asked how many guests, I froze,’ Jai says. ‘We couldn’t get a place with just one kid’s bed.’

‘Of course not.’

‘This was a really good idea, Liv.’ He pours more wine in my glass.

‘Now what, though?’

‘Oh, you are in for a treat, my dear.’ He sits forward in his chair. ‘Here’s the plan. First, you and I find the most adult movie we can stomach. I’m talking nuanced dialogue. Murky morality. Ambiguous ending. Sex scenes so stark they fucking dare us to get aroused.’ He counts these off like a car salesman listing extras.

‘Amazing.’

‘Then, mi amore, oh light of my life, I’m going to take you on the kind of mind-altering drug trip you’ve dreamed of for years.’

He slides over a blister pack of the Phenergan sleeping pills he got when he tore his back and the pain was keeping him awake. Jai is a total lightweight and half a pill knocks him out for ten-plus hours. My tolerance is higher but two will put me under, no problem.

‘What about Leena?’

‘Ah! There are greater levels still to your husband’s genius. Like a disenfranchised Peruvian shaman, guiding hipsters through an ayahuasca trip, I shall stay sober’ —he frowns, wiggles his glass— ‘relatively sober, while you take yours tonight. Tomorrow night, we switch.’

Gratitude washes over me like a warm bath. ‘That sounds wonderful.’ I lean over and kiss him, difficult from our deep cane chairs. I pick up the pills. ‘Not sure they’ll be strong enough, the state I’m in.’

Jai winks. ‘I can help you shelve them if you think it’ll give a boost?’

I laugh-snort, despite myself. He puts his index fingers together in a gun shape and breathes on them, as if warming up for the procedure. I laugh harder. The first genuine laugh since everything. Like stretching out sore ligaments.

I down the pills with the pinot grigio. The sea air is warm, the wine is good and even though the drugs will take an hour to kick in, I already feel dozy.

‘Let’s never leave.’

~

One of the big differences I noticed about Spain was how quiet the beaches were. The trendy ones that is, without kids. Hundreds of adults will gather to sunbathe without speaking, the only sound a lone stereo or vendor selling beer. Having grown up associating beaches with screeching families and boozy cricket, I was totally creeped out.

I ache for that silence now.

‘Bad idea to come here?’ says Jai, reading my mind. He nods towards three children squealing and splashing nearby. The beach is long but thin, butting up against vine-covered dunes that fade into green hillocks. It’s a hot day and towel encampments dot the cove.

‘Gotta get used to it, I suppose. Do you hate it?’

He shakes his head. ‘I like hearing them.’

The Phenergan has left me foggy but the warm sand, sifting between my toes, is pulling me back into my body. ‘You want to splash in the shallows, honey? Daddy or I will come?’

Leena shakes her head. We stroll on the firmer sand but stay out of the water’s reach.

‘I like hearing them because it means things might get okay?’ Jai says a minute later, the idea churning in his head. ‘Like, statistically, a bunch of these kids must have experienced some heinous stuff, right? Ongoing even?’

He looks to me for confirmation. I shrug: I suppose.

‘But a bit of play, a bit of sunshine, and they shake it off. All it takes is sandcastles and swimming. Even if it’s just for a bit, they’re resilient.’

‘Is this a long-winded way of telling me to look on the bright side?’ I try to temper my defensiveness but even I hear it.

Jai’s forehead creases. ‘Not at all.’ He runs a hand through Leena’s hair. ‘I’m saying, if you surround kids with joy, maybe the bad stuff doesn’t define them?’

My own selfishness stings me. No matter how often he demonstrates it, I never grasp that Jai’s first instinct will always be to think of our family. ‘Sorry.’

‘I know.’

I pick Leena up and bury my face in her hair. I whisper into her ear, ‘We love you so much. Do you know that? Do you know how much we love you?’

The crashing waves and salt spray make me desperate to dive in. To feel that cool water punch up my nostrils and chill the roots of my hair. Flush away all that clingy mourning, like clearing a hangover.

But I can’t shake the premonition that, once out there, I’d look back to shore and see someone – Leon Curtis or Detective Vinh – dragging Jai and Leena away.

A nudge from Jai snaps me back. ‘While we’re here, you know a tradition that is long overdue for resurrection? When’s the last time we did Summer Loving?’

I smile.

When Jai and I first landed in Sydney – after our week-long dash through Europe – we went our separate ways. He’d organised to bunk with friends and I pretended I had a house lined up in Melbourne. I figured if Dante looked for me in Australia, he’d start with the city on all the postcards, so I should put many miles between me and the Harbour Bridge. Two weeks later, I got a mid-afternoon text:

My cunnilinguistic skills are wasted up here. Thinking of relocating to the clitoris.

We’d coined ‘cunnilinguistic’ in a hotel room in Monte Carlo – an extension of my ‘sexual Google Translate’ line when we first met. ‘The clitoris’ is what Jai nicknamed Melbourne, in a Munich dive-bar, after I told him people say Tasmania looks like a vagina and Melbourne is above it. (He hadn’t seen a map and, thankfully, has a better grasp of anatomy than this.) Remembering these moments revived my warm and fuzzy feelings.

Can’t wait to teach you all about my native tongue, I texted back.

Rather than flying, he rented a car and drove down. I was sure this meant he’d misunderstood how far it was and teased him about his bad geography on arrival.

I don’t know what you’re talking about, he said. I just really wanted to take you necking at the drive-in, like kids in those old high school movies.

We were still in our beginning, when we could hide negative traits like stubbornness behind an arched eyebrow.

Works for me, I said. Growing up, Grease was my first porn-substitute.

I’m buying a leather jacket *immediately*, he said.

You’d have more luck in a catsuit and stilettos.

Summer Loving was born.

The goal was to find the cheesiest, fifties-American-style activity with which to start a date. Roller skating rink. Hotdogs and milkshakes at a diner. Five dull minutes watching the local gridiron team train. It made even the planning stage fun. Competing to outdo each other with the most on-brand venue.

We were smart enough to make these jumping-off points only, ending our nights back in modern times. Expensive cocktails and cheap sex, as Jai put it.

And the sex was great. Jai was considerate and present and, while overly clinical in those first, exploratory days – When I suck here, is it better, worse or no change? – he’d memorised all my kinks and quirks, my goes and no-goes.

Sometimes, though, I liked when he’d had one too many negronis and fucked me the way he needed. It wasn’t a power thing (not exclusively). I felt like he was letting go. Accepting a lower standard of himself and wallowing in the mud with the rest of us. Giving me a peek downstairs at the animal caged in his basement.

Summer Loving was way too much work, and the tradition petered out long before we had kids. It was a great story to have in our back pocket, though. A way to make other couples jealous of how fun we were.

Just as those movies had, however, our stories glossed up the past. Sanitised the racism. Like when I laughed after the second time someone mistook Jai for an Uber driver when I got out of the car first. Jai gave me this sad smile, like a maths tutor who really wanted you to be ready for the advanced class, but your answer confirmed you were intermediate, at best.

Doesn’t every parent idealise their pre-child life, though?

Now, I flick sand at him with my toes. ‘Well-a well-a well-a, huh.’

~

The Phillip Island Tenpin Bowling and Entertainment Centre is small compared to Melbourne’s industrial party spaces. But that allows the staff to keep it clean. It doesn’t have the usual bowling alley smell either, of dirty feet soaked in stale beer and hotdog water.

‘Obviously, you are not a golfer,’ Jai deadpans as he sends his first ball rocketing down the lane. The Big Lebowski is in his top five films and I’ve prepared myself for a quote per roll. His form is impressive, getting low and sliding his rear leg gracefully behind. Only six pins drop, though, even with the bumpers up.

I clap Leena’s hands together. ‘Yay for Daddy. Sixty per cent never looked so good.’

Jai bows. ‘Remember, Leena, substance is overrated. Always go for style.’ He kisses the top of her head before taking his second roll, knocking down two more.

‘You want Daddy to help you with the ramp?’ I ask Leena on her turn. She nods briefly and Jai lines up the metal stand, showing her the little arrows set in the floor as guides. He helps lift her ball – translucent pink with a sparkly, smudged galaxy as its centre – onto the frame.

‘Ready? Go!’

Leena pushes at the ball, her little hands barely tipping it off. Jai’s arm shoots out to give an extra shove, but he’s too late and misses. The galaxy rolls so slowly down the lane, we hear the changes in pitch as it meets imperfections in the wood. The ball trickles along the bumpers and hits the corner pins, bouncing off, it’s so light. But those pins tip onto others and, by the end, she has seven down.

‘Leena, yay!’ I say. ‘You did so good, honey!’

Leena turns back and smiles so big her arms stretch, like the happiness might push her off the ground. Jai hugs her from behind. ‘Well done, darling, that was the amazingest.’

She grins again and it just lights me up.

Then, just as quickly, a switch flicks. Leena bursts into tears. Mouth open, bawling. She turns and buries her face in Jai’s hip.

‘Oh, honey, what’s wrong?’ I say.

She pulls away from Jai and walks towards me, arms reaching, wailing. I catch her and hold on, kissing her forehead and rocking her.

‘What happened?’ All I get is more sobs. She burrows into my armpit.

Jai squats down beside her. ‘Leena, honey? Do you think maybe you’ve been sad for a while, and it felt too much getting happy all of a sudden?’

She turns and reaches back to him again. ‘Eeeediiiiith.’ She draws it out in long wet syllables.

Jai lifts her up. ‘Oh, my little love. It’s okay. There’s so much happening for you, isn’t there?’

She nods, saying something muffled by tears.

‘You know it’s okay to be happy, though? And sad. Mummy and Daddy are sad too. We all miss Edie. And just because we stop feeling bad for a few moments sometimes, doesn’t mean we’ve stopped missing her.’

She won’t look at him, but the crying lessens.

‘Like, we can remember all the fun things we did with Edie too, not just the sad bits? And you know, some day, those will be the things we remember the most?’

Leena tilts back, upper lip sticking out as she plays with a dial on Jai’s watch.

‘Do you still want to bowl?’

She thinks a moment before shaking her head.

‘Okay, how about we go over to the play equipment? And if you see a video game you like, we might play that later. Does that sound good?’

Leena wipes her face with her arm. Jai places her on the ground, nodding at me to indicate he’ll walk her over.

I forfeit the rest of Leena’s turn and take mine. I knock over pins, with no audience, to no applause, before they’re replaced as if nothing happened. What a cool way to distract myself from the grim futility of existence.

Jai drops beside me. ‘Do we call it and head back to the house?’

‘Do you really think it’ll get better? Or was that just for her?’

He sighs. ‘Honestly? No idea.’

‘My neighbour, when I was a kid, her son drowned in a dam. It happened before I was born, and my friends and I didn’t know until we were older. We just thought she was weird. She seemed so ancient and frail, but I think now she was probably mid-forties. I used to … It’s stupid, but I used to imagine her like one of those spider husks, you know? They shed their old skin on a windowsill and it clings there till the wind just carries it off.’

He rubs his face. ‘I’ve tried reading up on stuff, but it’s all so useless. People will write things like “no one can understand unless they’ve been through it” and I’ll think, Everyone says that. And it is true. But it’s also such an inadequate piece of bullshit. Like, who does that help …? The one thing I got is we should talk about it, not let it fester.’

‘Like I’m doing, you mean?’ I say it neutrally, feeling no malice from – or for – Jai.

‘A little. I was worried about you before. But something’s changed, hasn’t it? You’ve turned a corner?’

I get a flash of Connor’s bloody corpse.

Something in my face must shift, because Jai holds up his hands. ‘I’m not accusing you of anything. And you don’t have to tell me what happened … Unless you’ve found some miracle drug or something, in which case: share the love. But I mainly meant I want to show Leena this isn’t something to hide, or be scared of. I dunno. I guess my answer is: I don’t think it’ll be this hard forever, but it’ll take a lot of work.’

The thought exhausts us both.

I lean my head on Jai’s shoulder. He pulls me closer, curling his body over mine. He runs his fingers through my hair as we watch cheesy animations and local advertising splash across the centre’s screens.

A sound behind us makes Jai crane his head back. His body tightens. I look too.

Leena’s in the playpen, watching some teens crowd around a Tekken arcade game. A sixteen-ish boy in board shorts and a singlet plays against a sunburnt ten-year-old wearing a holey Billabong t-shirt. Sunburn bashes buttons and wrenches the joystick, tongue poking in concentration. This effort is for nothing as Board Shorts beats him mercilessly, laughing and showboating, flicking the controls with practised ease.

‘See me kick him in the arsehole, Macca?’ Board Shorts says. His character kicks Sunburn’s character in the lower back, again and again. Board Shorts thrusts his pelvis into the machine, ‘Right – up – your – arse. You like that, you little fairy?’

Sunburn frowns and hits the buttons harder. Board Shorts’ friend, Macca, shakes his head and laughs. ‘You’re a wrong cunt, Phoenix.’

Leena’s forehead has the same furrows it got that time we saw a sea lion kill a penguin on David Attenborough.

‘Fuck, little dude, I’m not even that good on arcade. If it was PS5 I’d beat you one-handed, with a chick character,’ says Board Shorts, whose name is Phoenix apparently – I guess because his parents assumed, one day, someone would set him on fire? ‘You ready, little dude? Better be ready, cos it’s gonna fucking hurt.’

Phoenix slaps the buttons triumphantly. On-screen, his character – all muscles, red gi and yellow flat-top – draws back his fist. A bright yellow glow surrounds it, charging up.

My heart goes out to Sunburn as he thrashes the controls. The machine rocks with his desperation. Trying to attack, or avoid, or—

‘You’remyfuckingbitch!’ Phoenix yells, as the power-punch is unleashed. It lands and Sunburn’s character flies back. Lies still. ‘K.O.’ appears on-screen.

Sunburn releases the joystick. His chin has the cellulite dimples of a child restraining tears. Phoenix points. ‘Look at his face!’

A girl with piercings all the way up one ear says, ‘Phoenix.’

Phoenix stops laughing, chided. He ruffles Sunburn’s hair. ‘Naw, sorry, little dude. Wouldn’t want me going easy on you, though, would ya?’

Sunburn ducks away from his hand and runs off. The girl shakes her head at Phoenix, who shrugs: Kids these days?

Leena watches them like they’re wolves, sated by a fresh kill but hungry again soon. That shitbag Phoenix is right. Life won’t go easy on my sweet little girl.

Jai eases me off his shoulder and stands. He walks towards them and, for a bizarre second, I think he might punch Phoenix. Instead, he fishes a coin from his pocket and puts it in the slot.

The laughter stops.

Jai chooses a small dark-haired female character. Phoenix smells a rat. Clearly, this guy knows something. He sets himself at the controls, ready to kill.

Not that it matters.

As the game begins, I feel like I’m looking back through time. Peeking into dark rooms, thick with a funky-sweet miasma of weed, Red Bull and Skittles. Jai, melded to a couch. Eyes locked on the flickering screen as his fingers work a controller. Practising his scales. Dying a million deaths, to be reincarnated a million times, a little better. A little stronger. Battle-hardened.

All leading to this.

At the start, he doesn’t even attack. Jai taps the joystick delicately, making the dark-haired girl dash, duck and sidestep, leaving the Flat-top character punching and kicking empty air.

‘Woah,’ says Macca.

When this gets repetitive, Jai circles around, slapping Flat-top to the back of the head.

Phoenix tries every combo he can, to no avail. In desperation he attempts the same power move that killed Sunburn. As the punch draws back, the dark-haired girl freezes in front of him. Rabbit in the headlights. He’s timed it perfectly. He’s going to pull it off.

‘Go!’ Phoenix yells as the punch flies—

Jai flicks a button. The dark-haired girl catches the punch, twists Flat-top’s arm and throws him aside.

‘Fuck,’ says Macca.

Jai explodes into offence. Combo after balletic combo. The dark-haired girl juggles Flat-top in the air, traps him against walls, refuses to let him up when he falls.

I’m aware how ludicrous this all is. Jai living the male fantasy of the noble-gunslinger in the dorkiest way possible. It should make my eyes roll so hard I have an aneurysm. And it should not be attractive.

But it reminds me how he gets about us.

Jai is passionate about three things in life: the video games he grew up with, his favourite movies and his family. We are by far number one. Jai has always marvelled at Edith and Leena and gushes about me to anyone who’ll listen. His feminism can be annoying, sure. Always looking for his pat on the head. But he genuinely celebrates my accomplishments. Cheers my successes.

It’s sexy.

‘You haven’t even hit him, bro,’ says Macca.

Phoenix bears down, not needing the commentary. Jai has been stoic throughout the lesson, but now he glances over at Leena. She’s watching him. Terrified. 

Has Daddy joined the wolf pack?

Suddenly, it’s as if Jai’s face breaks. The mechanism controlling his features springs apart as his eyes bulge and his tongue shoots out. A mask of pure goofiness.

Leena flinches, startled. Then she giggles.

Jai keeps looking her way, going cross-eyed as he twirls his finger three times and taps a single button. The dark-haired girl hits Flat-top with a light jab. Flat-top crumples to the ground. ‘K.O.’ Leena laughs harder.

‘He fucking owned you, dude,’ says Macca. Phoenix fumes.

Jai doesn’t wait for the second round. He walks to Leena, lifts her over the barrier and carries her back to me.

‘They’re still looking, aren’t they,’ he hisses as he arrives. His silent-assassin act has melted and his voice shakes with nerves.

Phoenix and the teens are watching his back, unsure what should happen next.

Macca breaks the spell, grabbing Jai’s controls. ‘I’ll dominate you too, bitch.’ Phoenix rushes to fight again.

‘Please tell me I was the good guy in that scenario?’ Jai says, pulling his collar in a comical Yeesh.

‘Are you feeling conflicted, Jaideep Singh? Because you, an adult man, wilfully humiliated a teenager in front of his friends?’

‘Yes.’

‘Bullying a bully, which has never led to meaningful growth for anyone outside a Disney movie?’

Jai winces.

‘And you’re realising his poor behaviour is likely just lashing out due to an abusive father, absent mother or chronic self-confidence issues. Is that what you’re wondering?’

He overplays a grimace. ‘A bit?’

I cover Leena’s ears. ‘Fuck yes, you were the good guy. That kid’s a little cunt.’

~

Leena falls asleep straight after dinner. It’s rare nowadays to see her face peaceful, rather than tense, worried or hollowed out by a thousand-yard stare. We watch her a few minutes, soaking up the calm.

We’ve bought two more bottles of the pinot grigio and, as we reach the kitchen, Jai goes straight to the fridge and pours two big glasses. After our first sip I take the wine from his hand and put both glasses on the bench. He looks confused, before I lock my arms around his neck and kiss him. Lest he mistake it for a gee whizz, I cherish you, life partner kind of kiss, I ease his lips open with mine and flick my tongue across his.

‘Oh, really?’ he says, smiling through the kiss.

I nod mischievously.

Sex in my twenties was a drunken late-night kebab: have it on a whim, the dirtier the better, you might regret this tomorrow, wow, that’s a lot of sauce. But after the kids, and my issues, and life in general, sex between Jai and me has become bran cereal: simple, consistent and had at specific intervals to maintain the gut health of our marriage.

Now, though, I feel the old electricity surge. He walks me back towards our bed. He’s getting hard already and grabs my arse to press himself into me. I breathe against his neck and he growls, mimicking a dog with a chew toy. I laugh.

He pushes me onto the bed and falls after me. He holds my wrists, raising my hands above my head and pressing them to the mattress. He kisses down my neck, following the carotid artery. Moves back to my lips. He gathers my wrists in one hand, keeping them in place as his free hand finds my breast. As if offended by the layers of material blocking him, he works his hand under my t-shirt and around to my back, unhooking my bra’s clasp. He slips his hand in again, sliding his thumb over my nipple, never stopping kissing me.

After years together, I know Jai’s game plan. He will descend my body, licking and kissing. Unbuttoning and unzipping as he goes. Discarding clothes until I’m naked. At this point, he’ll sit up to appreciate the view, this giddy excitement on his face, like it’s his first pass on a buffet. He’ll sink back in. Planting light kisses on my stomach and thighs, working the regions around my clitoris, a shy teenager looking anywhere but at his dance partner. Then, he’ll dive in with broad, long strokes of his tongue. Devouring me.

Jai prefers I cum at least once before his penis even enters me. It’s possible this is more performative feminism, but it’s never occurred to me to hold it against him.

Jai’s game plan is great. I love his game plan. But it’s also been a while between drinks and I’m finding it hard to keep still, hips twisting beneath him, ants in my pants. Plus, I’m enjoying the immediacy of wanting him.

To speed things up, I slip one hand out from his grip. Jai doesn’t fight it. Looking him in the eye, I grab his dick through his jeans. He’s rock-hard. I squeeze.

‘Fuuuuuuck,’ he breathes, freezing, as if I’ve hit his pause button. I unzip his fly and work my hand into his underwear. Freeing him, I keep eye contact as I stroke his shaft. Jai twitches, his breath taking on a tremolo.

I pause. Nod at his jeans. ‘Off.’

As he strips his pants and t-shirt, I keep hold of his penis, like collateral. Once he’s naked, I run my palm up his stomach, take him into my mouth and suck.

‘Fuuuuck me, Liv.’

It has been a while and, in less than a minute, he grabs my shoulder. ‘Stop.’ It’s his I’m right on the brink safeword and I break all contact. He stays kneeling, breathing, bringing himself back under control like a horny Zen master.

I lie back and strip off what’s left of my clothes. He shifts around, settles between my legs and slowly pushes inside, filling me up. On the first thrust he goes as deep as he can before pausing, holding there, as if poking his head in to see if I’ve redecorated. He kisses me hungrily. ‘I fucking love you.’ He licks one thumb and circles my clit, sending little pulses through my body.

I smile and kiss him back, softer. ‘I love you too.’

We move together. Jai’s rhythm builds quickly. ‘Fuck, oh fuck.’

I rock my hips against his.

‘Fuck. Fuck, Liv.’

‘You feel so good,’ I whisper in his ear.

As if spurred on, his body tenses and he thrusts harder as his thumb keeps rubbing. Heat fills my belly and rolls along my nerves. Any orgasm is still distant – a wave I’d have to squint to see – but it’s swelling closer.

‘Fuck,’ he says. ‘We could try again. Couldn’t we?’

‘Try what?’

Jai is speeding up, losing his train of thought. Concentrating on not cumming.

‘What do you mean?’

He kisses me. ‘We could have another baby.’

My veins snap-freeze.

My hands hit his hips, stopping him mid-stroke. He jolts out of his sex trance and looks at me. ‘What the fuck?’ I say.

He blinks in surprise. Shakes it off. ‘No, I don’t mean … Sorry, I’m just tipsy. And tired. So fucking tired.’

‘Stop.’

‘I didn’t mean anything by it … Just that, we’re still young. Ish.’

‘Fucking stop, Jai!’

He pulls out of me, hands raised. ‘Sorry.’ He shifts across the bed. ‘Forget I said anything. It was stupid.’

I snatch up my clothes, not even putting them on before heading for the door.

‘Please don’t go, Liv.’ His voice is urgent.

I drop my pants in my rush to leave, kick them out the door so I won’t have to pause.

As I head into the kitchen, Jai’s sobs carry through the house. ‘I just want to feel something else,’ he calls after me.

I wrench on my clothes. Slosh wine in my glass, right to the brim and head for the balcony.

First thing in the morning, we go home.





Chapter fifteen

Sitting two tables away from Derek ‘Rekt’ Higgins and his mother at lunch, I get a snapshot of his entire emotional development. It’s like looking at one of those Evolution of Man images, only instead of moving from crawling ape to walking human, Rekt starts as a baby, screaming for food, and finishes as a bronzed gym junkie, screaming Slut! at his girlfriends.

The pretty waitress brings Rekt’s burger. Mrs Higgins informs her, no, actually, he ordered the bun to come on the side. ‘Don’t be stupid, Mum,’ Rekt says, rolling his eyes for the waitress’s benefit before banishing the carbs to the edge of his plate. Mrs Higgins gives the young woman a cold, Are you happy now? smile.

The rest of the time, Rekt stays on his phone. Standard behaviour for a guy in his early twenties, sure, but Rekt has the added habit of reading texts and tweets aloud as he types. As if by only sharing his brilliance with the internet, he denies those in the immediate vicinity. ‘Go – fuck – yourself – with – your – herpes – you – twat.’ And: ‘Guess – no – one – thinks – cri-ti-call-y – anymore – deadshits.’ Or simply: ‘Pigfucker.’

It’s only when a tweet from a particularly ‘mouthy cunt’ causes Rekt to explode, smacking the table so hard the cutlery bounces, that his mother touches his arm. ‘Please, darling.’

‘Are you fucking serious?’ Rekt says.

Rekt’s father wouldn’t tolerate this kind of behaviour. Doug Higgins doesn’t tolerate much, though. Doug doesn’t so much lose his temper as let it out to breathe. Yesterday alone I watched him yell at his son, his wife, his dog and the man who mows his lawns.

Not everything makes him angry. Doug likes his house, the biggest in the street. He likes his golf, a nine handicap. And he likes flirting with the barely legal checkout chicks at the three IGAs he owns.

Oh, yes. Doug’s wealth comes from supermarkets just like the one Derek robbed. In a high school psychology elective, Rekt would be a gimme. The warm-up case study in which even the dull students could draw the link between patient history and disorder.

Every day, Rekt drives fifty minutes each way to a gym in the Hills for a three-hour session of power grunting and cardio. I sit in my car, eating savoury muffins crumb by crumb, until he staggers out, chugging his bottle of dusty, vomit-coloured creatine. He does look great with his shirt off. A fact you’d think Instagram and TikTok were invented to document. Rekt shirtless at the beach. At the gym. On his deck. Finishing Tough Mudder. Stretched out on his car bonnet. Asleep in the sun (though curiously no shadow of the photographer where one should be). His Facebook security settings only show a profile pic (shirtless at a festival) and the groups he follows. These fall under two banners: CrossFit and Conspiracy Theories.

God help anyone stuck next to Rekt at a party.

Scrolling through his Twitter, I see he follows nine hundred and sixty-one accounts, mostly right-wing news outlets, alternative vloggers or self-titled ‘provocateurs’. He has eighty followers and rarely posts anything original but comments ceaselessly on other people’s tweets. This usually means railing against the Feminist Agenda, woke media, libtards et cetera, or replying to women from these groups based on their appearance, sexuality or perceived frigidity.

Tuesday evening, he does a Muay Thai class at a makeshift fight gym out back of a mechanic. It’s the same place he buys his human growth hormone.

Wednesday, he works a day shift pulling beers at the Royal Hotel, a pot-and-parma joint in Railton. His staff meal is a salad and a pint of vodka soda.

Thursday is leg day. And Connor’s funeral.

I can’t remember ever going to a target’s funeral. Dante often sent someone, either to throw off suspicion or kill other members of a crew. He never used the original hitter, though.

Watching from down the street, I recognise faces among the crowd milling outside the church. Dylan, Leon and Rekt, of course. But also an aunty or two who made the trip over the ditch. Connor’s father, Todd, stands by the entrance in black microfibre shirt, black tie and speed-dealer sunnies. Todd accepts condolences, handshakes and back-slaps like a mafia don receiving tributes. None of his Apache mates show up. Maybe Curly’s impending murder trial has caused some friction there?

The mourners leave the funeral in a convoy, winding down Main Street and out the back to a wake at Todd’s place, a hobby farm ten Ks from town. The party kicks on into the night, overflowing with booze, joints, pipes, bass, yelling, slammed doors, vomit and one couple sprung fucking in the garage. I watch from an open paddock. At sunrise, I shift behind a dead dry log.

It’s late in the morning before Dylan, Leon and Rekt emerge. They stumble from their tents, pale, sickly and wired, to sit around the bonfire’s remains. Leon hawks a loogie on the grey coals before grabbing a breakfast beer.

Rekt tells everyone he needs better phone reception and goes for a walk. The second he believes he’s out of sight he breaks into a jog over the hilly rabbit-warren country, stopping every hundred metres to blast out a circuit of squats, push-ups, jump lunges and crunches.

I head home.

The house is quiet. Mum and Dad have flown back to Queensland, and since Jai’s suggestion about trying for another baby, he and I parent like weary prison guards. No chitchat, just welfare updates on Leena as we pass each other at changeover.

I’m too tired to give her anything more than stasis for my shift. Leena eats, sleeps, toilets and does whatever activities occupy her attention without requiring mine. I pass Jai (No change to report), have a two-hour nap and head back out.

The night after the funeral, Rekt drives his electric blue 2014 Subaru WRX to his second job. He works the door at a nightclub called Pandora’s, in Melbourne’s outer east. It’s a punchy place. I see three fights in the few hours I watch from the car park. Two start inside and are in full flight when the patrons are dragged through the doors, red-faced, shirts ripped, swinging at anything in reach. The third breaks out on the footpath. Each time, Rekt launches in, throwing a punch when a push would suffice, or wrestling people to the ground to put a knee to their spine or mash their face into the concrete.

Around 4am the last patrons wander out, hunting Ubers and kebabs. The guys hook arms around each other’s necks, yelling at nothing. The girls wobble on heels, eyeliner smeared.

I don’t expect to learn anything here, but with Leena asleep at least two more hours, I prefer to zone out staring at Pandora’s entrance, gin bottle in hand, rather than staring at my bedroom ceiling. Plus, Rekt is on as little sleep as me and has had more intoxicants. He might provide opportunities.

He swaggers out at 5.15 with another bouncer and a cute blonde bartender wearing purple eyeshadow. The bouncer goes in one direction while Rekt walks Blondie to her car, across the road in the Coles car park.

As she gets in, Rekt grabs the car door to keep it from closing. He smiles and taps his cheek for a kiss. Blondie laughs, waves him off and tries to shut the door. Rekt holds it firm, shakes his head. Tap, tap.

She slaps jokingly at his hand, tries the door again. It won’t budge.

Tap. Tap.

By now, any comedy or flirtation has been wrung out of the situation, but it’s clear Rekt will stay there all morning. Blondie shakes her head, leans up and pecks his cheek.

Rekt steps back, hands wide, Now, was that so hard? He eases her door shut, the picture of chivalry.

The roads are empty and the WRX is basically a rally car. Rekt drives fast and I have to floor Piaf on take-off to keep him in view. I figure I’ll let him veer off at the highway back to Railton while I go home and try to sleep.

But we’re still in suburbia when he turns off the main road and winds into a quiet cul-de-sac. At first I think he’s followed Blondie home, and I wonder how I can indirectly castrate him before he reaches her door. But Rekt steers into a large townhouse complex and parks in a visitor spot. I flick off my engine at the corner, sink down in my seat as he gets out. He waits under the glowing yellow cone of a streetlight.

Within two minutes, a white Mitsubishi Lancer pulls into the cul-de-sac and stops in front of him. The driver’s side opens and Leon climbs out, wearing head-to-toe black. Rekt gets behind the wheel as Leon goes around to the passenger seat.

The Lancer heads back the way we came.

With few vehicles to hide behind, I give them a long tail. My fatigue has vanished. The hairs on the back of my neck bristle, as if the air is charged before a storm. Dawn is breaking, turning the light grainy and washed out, like a 70s film.

We reach Pandora’s and the Lancer doesn’t turn into the Coles car park. It cuts straight into the club’s loading bay, tyres yelping.

I drive on, scanning for vantage points. McDonald’s, a jeweller, an office building. All will have CCTV. I’m already anticipating the phrase, Police are seeking witnesses to …

I veer down a laneway and loop around. I don’t know which intersections have red-light cameras so use backstreets. I hit a one-way. Heart pounding. Slam Piaf into reverse, work my way back around.

By the time I find a park – mounted on the verge in what I hope to God is a blackspot for the cameras at the truck dealership next door – the Lancer has parked. Its rear passenger door hangs wide. Pandora’s fire exit is braced open with a brick.

Rekt sits behind the wheel, wearing a balaclava. Even at that distance he looks twitchy. Glancing side to side. Angling to check his mirrors, the club, the streets.

A masked figure flies out of Pandora’s at full pelt, one arm stiff with an injury. Dylan. A worn backpack bounces on his good shoulder. He reaches the open car and pauses. Looks back to Pandora’s, willing, Come on. Fucking come on.

Leon sidles out. A sawn-off 12-gauge shotgun dangles by his side. He kicks the brick to let the door swing shut. Dylan waves him to hurry but Leon halts. Bends down and picks up the brick.

‘What are you doing?’ Dylan yells. The words carry in the crisp morning air.

Leon cocks his arm back.

The door bursts open again as a bouncer flies out. He has the lean build of a boxer and a high mohawk that must take half a tub of product to keep spiked.

Leon swings with full force.

The brick catches Mohawk above the eye, hard enough to bounce off. As if the message from his head is on delay, Mohawk’s legs continue running, making his lower half kick up almost horizontal before he slaps against the ground. He folds, writhing, clutching his head where the wound pisses blood.

Leon steps over him. Aims the shotgun at his head.

Dylan sprints back and grabs his brother’s arm. Drags at him desperately. Don’t.

Leon glares. He shifts the shotgun closer to Mohawk’s head. But at the last moment, he aims at an angle past the bouncer’s ear. Pulls the trigger.

The boom echoes around the buildings and rolls through the streets. Loose shot bounces off the footpath and walls with scattered pings. Mohawk flinches from the noise, grabbing his ear as more blood trickles. Two passing cars hit their brakes, slowing to look.

Leon throws the brick down on Mohawk’s ribs, making him jackknife in pain. Dylan runs to the Lancer. Leon strolls.

I’m already taking off. Heading back up into the Hills. I need a head start but don’t dare speed more than ten per cent over the limit.

The Lancer screams past thirty seconds later, doing one-fifty, easy. It takes the Hills turn-off too fast, tilting up on the right-hand suspension but keeping all four wheels grounded.

A light truck bearing a Men to Move logo is far ahead, and it beats them to where the road narrows to a single lane. The Lancer brakes hard. Accelerates again. Swerving onto the wrong side of the road. Cuts back in to avoid a green RAV4 coming the other way.

The Lancer clips the truck’s bull bar, bursting its rear indicator. Shards of orange plastic sprinkle in its wake. The Lancer corrects before streaking off again. The truck fishtails. Hits the brakes but has no room to pull over. Blasts its horn at the car. The truck’s driver hesitates. Decides to keep going. Tries to take off on the incline. Agonisingly slow as the engine searches for the torque to climb.

The Lancer is almost halfway up the hill. The road curves sharply ahead and will soon take them out of my sight. A four-way intersection is less than a kilometre away. If they reach it, and I still can’t see them, there’ll be no way of knowing which way they went.

The truck pauses at each driveway now, the driver wanting to pull over and inspect the damage. But the openings are too small. Its gears struggle with the on/off, on/off acceleration. I angle out to see around it but don’t overtake. Too reckless. Too memorable.

The truck putters onto an off-ramp and I gun past, allowing myself a burst of speed. The intersection is ahead. No sign of the Lancer, just a red Barina paused, waiting to turn.

Those lucky pricks got away.

But getting closer, I realise the Barina isn’t turning. It’s stopped in the middle of the road. Skid marks behind. Driver frozen by the shock of a close call. The Lancer must’ve turned in front of them and taken the right-hand road.

I drop the revs back, ease my way down the turn. I cruise a couple of hundred metres along the side road. Pull onto the shoulder and wait.

A minute later, a siren streaks along the main road. The police car doesn’t turn, instead heading up into the Hills proper. I wait for them to whip around and come back, but they don’t.

There aren’t many fire-trails this side, and it takes less than ten minutes to find the right one. A recent storm has knocked over a thick gum, halfway down. The tree is marked off with orange tape but the council is yet to clear it, and the road is blocked. They must have parked another car, or some dirt bikes, on the far side.

The Lancer sits a metre from the great log. The fire inside is already taking hold. I sit a moment, watching the front seats burn.

These fucking guys.

How am I supposed to throw suspicion elsewhere when they use the same getaway plan, in the same general area, twice? How long can it possibly take the cops to look a little further out, to Railton?

‘Shit.’

I check for witnesses. Making my stupidest decision yet – in a period of my life ruled by stupid decisions – I get out and run down to the Lancer.

I keep to the grass on the verge to avoid adding footprints, take my shoes off and slide my socked feet at an angle when I get closer. The backseat has caught now too, and the flames bite at my skin with a chemical heat. The cushions pour black smoke.

Shielding my face from the temperature and the acrid smell, I elbow the broken indicator. I cover my hand in my sleeve and pick up as many shards as I can before running back, rabbit-quick. I jump in Piaf and get ready to drive off.

Pause.

The only smart choice they made is this dumpsite. The road is secluded, hidden by a steep slope rising in dirt shelves, with thick trees. No nearby walking tracks. No horse trails. There are houses less than a hundred metres away, but people built here hoping for privacy. Dense bush and high eucalypts hide each residence from its neighbours.

No one will see the Lancer. This early in the morning, even the smoke might go unnoticed. At least until the fire takes hold in this tinderbox scrub.

‘Fuck.’

I drive back to the main road and call triple zero. I put on a woeful American accent (Lotta smoke out here – y’all usually burn off in summer?) and hang up before they can ask my details. I wipe the burner phone clean of fingerprints. Ditch the handset and sim card in separate patches of scrubland.

I head home, trying not to focus on how many ways I’ve screwed myself.





Dylan

Rekt paces the lounge room, scuffing footprints into the carpet. ‘You didn’t have to do that to Wayne.’

Leon continues counting the cash. Rekt looks to Dylan for confirmation that Leon did not, in fact, have to do that. Dylan looks away. There’s dried blood spattered on his boot. He tries to scrape it off with the other shoe.

He still hasn’t recovered from the job and the drive. Keeps seeing that brick rebound off Wayne’s skull. His nerves are dancing. Bubbles in his veins. A voice in his head keeps saying these are symptoms of something medical. Something permanent.

‘You put him in hospital, for sure,’ Rekt continues.

Leon looks up. ‘There’s barely eighteen grand here. You said thirty or forty.’

‘I said I had no idea, but maybe thirty or forty. Carlo must have taken some to bank it. Or a bunch of people picked up wages.’

‘You’re saying I’ve got less because you took too long coming home.’

‘How’d it have looked if I left early the one night the place gets hit?’

Leon stares.

Rekt scowls. ‘Wayne’s halfway through training camp. Got a big fight coming up.’

‘He had a big fight an hour ago. Didn’t exactly rise to the occasion.’ Leon re-counts the money as if it might double.

‘Bro, Wayne is handy as fuck. Number three welterweight, nationally. Gettin’ offers from gyms in the US.’

‘Well, that shows how little all that rolling around and hi-fucking-ya helps in a real fight, ay? It’s about who wants it more.’ Leon says it like it’s a surprising new study from the Bureau of Statistics. ‘Anyway, I’m not jizzing rainbows but there’s enough here. I talked to some boys out round Shep. I reckon they’ll do a pack for this.’

Rekt fumes the whole day. By that night, when Dylan drives him to pick up his car, he’s at boiling point. Rekt’s phone doesn’t help, buzzing constantly. ‘Twitter, bro. Been out of control all day.’ With each new notification, he swears loudly and sets to typing a response tweet. ‘Fuck – you – all – three – holes – bitch’ or ‘White – knight – loser – cuck.’ Nothing can distract him from his anger at Leon, though. ‘He took it too far. You know he did. I’m the one has to look Wayne in the eyes at work.’

Dylan just wants it over. The stress, the pain in his shoulder. Everyone’s pain. Tigger still hasn’t come back. Died from her burns, in agony, for all Dylan knows. He wants to go home, curl into bed, smoke up and vanish. Find that Goldilocks spot: high enough for the rush and float but avoiding the back end. The fixation. Obsession. He’ll YouTube trippy cartoons or crazy Japanese gameshows. Overwhelm himself with fast and loud. If he gets it just right, he can go hours without seeing the little girl’s face drop in front of the ute.

Rekt’s phone buzzes. He punches the inside of the door. ‘Dumb-slut Twitter bitches.’ He tweets his response: ‘You – need – a – stiff – cock – in – your – mouth – to – stop – all – that – shit – pouring – out … Not that you’d want it from these twats, bro. They’d rather bite it off than watch a man enjoy himself.’

‘Sure.’

Buzz. Buzz. ‘Fucking Insta too?’ Punches the glove box. ‘Like, Leon’s your brother and everything but—’ Buzz. Rekt goes quiet. ‘Now this random motherfucker texting, starting shit? I swear to God he’s caught me on the wrong day. Wrong cunt on the wrong day.’

‘What happened?’ Dylan says, not even wanting to know.

‘Just more shit. More! Fucking! Shit!’ Rekt hammers the door as punctuation. ‘Nah, fuck that, bro. I’m nipping this in the bud.’

He dials. Puts the phone to his ear. The other end rejects the call.

Rekt explodes. Punching everywhere. Swearing. He texts furiously. ‘What – a – weak – cunt. Tel-e-phone – tough – guy.’

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. Texts. Tweets. Instagram posts. Rekt goes nuclear. Dylan’s grateful he doesn’t have to make conversation, but the whole thing is cranking his anxiety to the limit. He flinches at every buzz. At Rekt punching any surface in reach.

‘Gon-na – hunt – you – down – and – skull-fuck – you – you – dog …’

A final text comes in. Rekt reads it.

He hammers the dash, this time in triumph. ‘Berwick! Yeah, bro, he’s in Berwick. See how lippy he is when I’m stomping his teeth down his throat, the dumb fuck.’

They reach the townhouses where the WRX is parked. Rekt is out before the tyres stop rolling. ‘You head back.’

‘Leon said—’

Rekt stabs his finger. ‘Don’t start with me, Dylan. For your own sake. This isn’t the fucken time.’ He slams the door so hard the car rocks.

Dylan dawdles as he U-turns. Watches the WRX in the rear-view, hoping Rekt might change his mind. But they aren’t driving long before the headlights cut sideways, towards Berwick. It starts to rain. Dylan has forgotten to refill his wiper fluid and the blades smear the dirty windscreen.

When Dylan returns, informing Leon that Rekt didn’t come straight home, Leon punches him so hard Dylan feels every knuckle as it imprints his cheekbone.

‘Fucking bush league dickheads,’ Leon says.

Dylan goes to his room without a word.

It’s not until the next day that they hear Rekt is dead.





Chapter sixteen

‘I’m starting to wonder if you’re confusing monks and priests,’ Takunda says.

‘You really think I’d come to you for absolution?’

He angles his body as we stroll, giving me the full benefit of his raised eyebrow. ‘I hope you enjoyed your holiday, at least? Smart idea, to get away.’

I don’t respond.

Leena wanders ahead of us. I chose to meet at the Rhododendron Garden, based on a faint memory of it having few kids and her laughing here. When we arrived, though, the memory became clearer. Her laughter had been because she and Edith found it so boring, they played chasey on the loose flower beds, and Jai and I had to whisk them away as a gardener roused on us.

It breaks my heart that the dull pace suits her now. I watch her bend to sniff at the bright blooms, dip a finger in beads of water left from the sprinklers. She pauses to watch a bee hover near her face, more fascinated than alarmed. ‘Move away from it, please, darling.’

My phone vibrates. Vanessa. I let it go to voicemail.

‘I saw the news,’ says Takunda. ‘The same gun used in the supermarket robbery shoots up a house in Geelong. Then it’s found in a rubbish bin, less than a hundred metres away. What are the chances?’

‘Good police work is its own luck, I’ve heard.’

‘Tail-light plastic found in clear boot-prints at both scenes, possibly matching the getaway car from a nightclub robbery. Tail-light plastic?’

‘I think you’ll find it was an indicator.’

‘How much plastic do you think the police will buy, from one shoe?’

‘At least this much, it seems.’

‘And what happens when this Leon hears his gun was found way out there? You don’t think he’ll find that strange?’

‘He’ll assume the sketchy dude who was meant to ditch the thing sold it off instead. Connor’s too dead to argue and, if it makes you feel better, his actual disposal plan was equally stupid.’

Vanessa texts: Really need to chat please? As close as she comes to an order.

‘And what about the violence you’ve stirred up in Geelong? How will your conscience handle it when those people get hurt?’

‘With a long, self-satisfied nap.’

When deciding whose window to shoot through, in order to shift suspicion back to Geelong, I was excited to read about Bryce Roland. A neo-Nazi, Roland recently left a known white supremacist group over disagreements about their plans to start a race war. He wasn’t against the war, they just had creative differences over the method to achieve it. He’s been vocal about his ex-comrades’ failings and Maybe the police should look into these violent fuckwits, regarding this latest rash of violent fuckwittery?

When I killed for Dante, the guilt was a physical force. A chain bending me from the neck. But either the chain is gone or grief has broken my back. When I think about Rekt, all I feel is pride. The pride you might get from having built a better mouse trap.

I watched Dylan’s ute amble onto the street. Rekt’s WRX peeled out behind, wheels spinning, even over that short distance. Rage in every revolution.

Loose, fat raindrops drummed my helmet. It was that humid switch on the cusp of a summer storm, and my visor clouded at the edges where I’d missed with the anti-fog. During my Spanish self-destructive phase I’d got very into motorbikes and fast cars. I’d never ridden a Ninja before but, so far, the bike justified her reputation. Well balanced. Intuitive cornering. Sleek as a jungle cat. The slightest touch on the throttle brought a high purr, rising to a growl. Ready to pounce.

I nicknamed her ‘Gogo’, after the Kill Bill character, who wasn’t technically a ninja, but pop culture is surprisingly light on female ninjas. I resisted the urge to get her in pink. People remember pink motorbikes.

It had been cathartic, engaging my inner troll. Pick a fight with Rekt through multiple Twitter handles, quote-tweet his responses, along with screenshots of nastier historical messages. One exchange caught the attention of Feminist Twitter, and he was chum in the water. I screenshot the trail and moved to Instagram, only to be pleasantly surprised that someone had beaten me to it, posting it and tagging him.

The final piece was to get the blonde bartender’s name off Pandora’s socials. Freya Gustafson. I started the texts slow: stay the fuck awy from my gf dickless and: come near freya again i fuckin kill u softcock. Eventually daring him to meet me at the Berwick shops and signing off: dont talk shit as if ud come here bro fuckn chicken shit

I pulled up beside the WRX at a red light. It was the first rain in a while and the road steamed. Our headlights stretched over the slick bitumen, catching the residue of oil and petrol and turning it pearlescent.

Through the window I could see Rekt’s phone in his lap. Screen flashing as Twitter and Instagram piled notifications on top of each other like trump cards. His free hand strangled the steering wheel. He was gritting his teeth so hard, I thought they’d crack in his mouth. Catching the red light had only made him angrier, and he revved the engine in neutral.

I rolled Gogo up to the passenger side and stopped. Keeping my feet on the pedals, I reached out. Rested my hand on the bonnet for balance.

Instantly, the WRX’s horn blared a long, sour note. I glanced towards the driver’s seat but looked back to the road, leaving my hand where it was. Rekt lowered his passenger side window. ‘Get off my fucking car, bitch.’

I turned in my seat. Putting all my weight on the bonnet, I took my other hand off Gogo’s handlebars. Raised it. And extended my middle finger.

Rekt paused. The neurons in his brain glitched, as he tried to compute the impossibility of my response. Processing complete, his face rippled and he all but choked on rage spittle. ‘Don’t you ever fucking stick your finger up at me, you dumb slut. I’ll cut it off and feed it to you.’

I made a wanking gesture with my fist.

Rekt paused again. Does she not speak English? ‘I’ll slap the shit out of you, you dopey fucking bitch. Take your hand off now.’

I hesitated, as if uncertain he was addressing me. Taking my time, I rolled Gogo back to the window. I leaned in and cupped the side of my helmet, trying to hear better.

‘Yeah, come closer and watch what happens, you herpes-whore.’

I straightened in the seat. Cocked my head to one side. And the other. Turning the words in my brain. Considering his well-articulated argument.

Then I drew back my heel. And stomped the WRX’s door.

The spotless metal crumpled, leaving a dent the size of my head. Rekt gave a strangled screech, like a profane cockatoo: ‘Fuck-en!’ He hammer-fisted his steering wheel then wrenched at his seatbelt, trying to get it off. ‘Bitch, I’ll kill you!’

In his rush, the mechanism locked up and he flapped against it. He finally got the buckle unclamped. Scrabbled to open his door.

As he got one foot out, I puttered forward a few metres, out of reach. Rekt paused, half in and half out of the car, apo-goddamn-plectic.

I turned and raised my visor enough to show my mouth. I’d specifically bought a helmet that was open at the bottom. Worn my darkest, reddest lipstick.

Puckering up, I blew him a kiss.

Rekt’s face went sunburnt with fury. His neck veins bulged and he rocked in and out of the WRX, trying to decide if he should sprint at me or just ram me with the car.

The light turned green. I waved – buh-bye – and took off.

In my mirror, I watched Rekt leap back behind the wheel. His tyres slipped as he floored it coming after me. The WRX hurtled between vehicles, changing lanes so fast its suspension wobbled. Rekt revved and braked, blasting the horn. Gunning it. The car ate up the road between us.

Even the most egotistical revhead would know Gogo could outrun any car, short of a Formula 1. I had to keep him on the hook somehow. Delving into Rekt’s complex psyche, I injected my riding with female indecision. Bad lane choices. Furtive looks behind, beside, ahead. I skipped gears and teetered the bike coming out of turns. I let him get within a car length, before veering onto the shoulder or lane-slipping a gap he couldn’t make.

When Rekt got wedged behind a Tesla and a panel van, instead of joining the easy open lane, I hesitated in overtaking a semitrailer. A wounded antelope, cornered, dazed with fear. Rekt shot into a gap and swerved up beside me. ‘Scared now, aren’t you, slut?’ He zagged towards my rear wheel, almost catching me. ‘I’ll gut you, you pig-dog.’

I drew him onto the winding highways that lead up into the Hills. A deep-sea creature, luring her prey into darker, pressurised depths. Steep hill-faces zipped past on one side. A short cliff – leading to trees and bright green ferns – flashed on the other. For me, the ferns always give this place a primordial quality. Prehistoric. Like the knobbly eucalypts dotted between them are actually the legs of brontosauruses, lazily grazing the canopy, unconcerned with us humans below.

Even at that speed – leaning into corners, the engine whining, vibrating through my forearms – I felt peaceful. It was that childhood sensation of coasting your bike on a warm summer day. As if Gogo and I stood still and it was the world that turned beneath us.

I pulled into the backstreets. The roads here were wide enough for three cars abreast, but people parked on both sides, leaving room for only a single vehicle. Rekt was forced to swerve to avoid oncoming traffic or stationary, oversized caravans. His tyres protested the last-second stops, starts and turns.

We rounded a blind turn. The metal corner of a flatbed truck loomed in front of me, parked too close to the bend. I corrected smoothly and glided past.

Rekt wrenched his steering wheel to avoid decapitation. The WRX skidded, its bonnet clearing the flatbed. But the backend smacked into it with a crunch. Paint scraped. Another fresh dent. Rekt swung the wheel back to avoid a Jeep Wrangler on the opposite side.

He jolted to a stop. The WRX rumbled in a low gear.

I fumbled at the next T intersection. Even skidded Gogo a few metres. Rekt didn’t take the bait. The collision had sapped his blood lust and he crawled to the T and sat there, high-beams casting off the hillside.

I didn’t blame him. What kind of idiot would chase a stranger who was clearly luring them along?

An idiot properly provoked, I decided.

I turned Gogo. Feathered the throttle and took off straight for him. It took Rekt a second, but when he hit the accelerator, the WRX screamed from the T, back wheels sliding in the wet. He drove in the middle of the road, lining me up.

I drew out the long spanner I’d hidden in one knee-high boot. As I swerved around the car, I hurled the tempered steel.

Rekt’s eyes widened and he threw his body sideways, his belt still unfastened. The spanner struck the windscreen and sent a spiderweb crack running the length of it, quickly beading with rain.

This time, Rekt didn’t hesitate. He pulled a handbrake turn and screamed after me. 

From there, all I had to do was ride.

The storm picked up, more wind than rain, but slippery. Gum leaves and twigs cartwheeled across the road. Rekt drove harder, and harder. The car’s wheels seemed to barely touch the ground.

When the bus’s headlights bloomed ahead of me, taking the bend slightly too wide, I smiled.

The WRX’s brakes yipped, like a dog surprised by pain. I heard a crunch of gravel. The pointed silence of something big and heavy floating through the air.

Then the crash. Metal twisting. Glass shattering. The snap of branches and dull thuds in loose, black soil.

I didn’t look back.

The memory makes me smile.

‘What if he’d crashed into the bus?’ Takunda says, jolting me out of my reverie. ‘Killed some innocent commuter?’

I frown at him. ‘He wouldn’t have.’

Takunda shakes his head. ‘Liese, you ever hear the phrase: “You can’t get a little bit pregnant?”’

‘I’m very pro-choice.’

‘Seriously. Have you thought about how this all ends?’

~

I strap Leena into her car seat and call Vanessa from outside. ‘You okay?’

‘Um, I don’t know.’ She sounds cagey, as if someone is in the room.

‘You can’t talk?’

‘I’m alone. I think.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Someone came to the office.’

My mind leaps to images of Leon and (stupidly) Helmet, bailing her up as she collects the mail. ‘What happened? Did they hurt you?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘I don’t get what you mean. Ness, just say it.’

‘It was … the police.’

Vinh. Shit. I knew the way he looked at me was trouble.

Still, my concern is mixed with an effort not to laugh as I realise why Vanessa is acting coy. She thinks our phones are tapped.

In their final Melbourne Grammar years, Ness and her friends went through a bad-boy phase, dating coke dealers and peripheral mafia figures. It’s given her a permanent mistrust of cops and a salacious interest in criminals. The rich, clean ones anyway.

‘Stay there, I’ll come to you.’

At the office, I leave Leena with Barb. I’m not sure Leena’s in the mood to be fussed over, but I’m certain she’s sick of entertaining herself while adults talk. I take Vanessa over the road for coffee. She eyes the crowd inside before choosing a table on the street.

‘You know they can record us easier outside? Haven’t you seen The Wire?’

She doesn’t even crack a smile. ‘Why are you so chill about this?’

‘I slept well, which is a big victory for me right now. Sorry, though. You’re worried.’

‘I couldn’t believe he was even asking me this stuff.’

‘What stuff?’

‘About you. How long I’ve known you. My impression. How the business is going.’

‘And you answered honestly?’

‘At first I was like, “Are you fucking serious?” But yeah. I mean I didn’t show him our financials or anything, but I gave him the general idea.’

‘Which is what?’

‘That we’re fine … What do you mean? We’re fine, aren’t we?’

‘Of course.’

She chews her lip.

‘You kept something back from him?’

‘He said Jai told him you’ve been working pretty much nonstop since it happened.’

I try to hide my annoyance that Vinh talked to Jai too. Nod: And?

‘Working in the office, Jai said.’

‘And you didn’t contradict him?’

‘I didn’t know what to say, did I? I didn’t want to rat you out.’

‘Okay.’

‘And I fucking love The Wire, thank you. Snitches get stitches.’ She gives me half a smile. Trying to release the pressure valve.

‘Thank you. Very ride or die of you.’

‘Well, I’m your bottom bitch.’

‘I don’t get that one.’

‘It’s from other shows. It’s a good thing.’

‘Did the cop ask Barb too?’

‘No, she was out.’

Thank God for small mercies.

‘Liv, what the fuck? Is this about Edie, or are you in trouble?’ Another possibility occurs to her. ‘Or do they think you were, like, targeted? Like it was on purpose?’

Vanessa is more comfortable with this – me as hunted victim instead of suspect. She can enjoy its juicy scandal. I let her keep the fairytale. ‘They’re considering it.’

‘And you told Jai you’ve been here, because …?’

‘I just needed time, you know? Time away.’

Her lips stay tight, but she’s mollified. ‘It’s so insane. All of it. How are you really, though? God, stupid question.’

‘No, it’s fine, it’s just … I don’t know how to answer.’

‘You can tell me stuff. You do know that?’

She wants my vulnerability so badly. I sigh. ‘It’s everything, it’s—’ I brush stray sugar crystals off the table. ‘Edie used to change every single day. What she liked, what she was into. You remember?’

She nods, trying not to look too eager.

‘So it’s been weeks now. She’d be a whole other person. And I’m never going to meet that version. I don’t know anything about what makes that Edith laugh, or cry. What new thing she’d find so amazing she’d pull my hand to show me, right this second. I’ve got this tiny collection of memories, and that’s all I’m ever going to get. For the rest of my life, I have to run through them, over and over, until I wear them out.’

Vanessa’s eyes are teary. I wonder why mine aren’t.

I exhale. ‘Today, though, I’m okay. Better than yesterday. Which is something.’

‘Good. That’s good, right?’

‘No. It just is. I’m sure tomorrow will be shit. But at least I’ve got a – what was it?’

‘A bottom bitch.’

‘Yeah. So I’m better off than most.’

‘Watch your back, though, cos one day, I’ll be the pimp.’

‘It’s a prostitute thing?’

‘Sex worker, Olivia, please.’

‘Right, right.’

~

When I call to arrange a meeting, Vinh is cordial. It throws me off. I can’t tell if I’m meant to know he’s been asking around about me. He must’ve expected either Jai or Ness would mention it. The way it hangs between us feels like we’re in a silent cat-and-mouse game. Like he’s a TV cop and I’m his nemesis. I imagine his grizzled superior banging a fist on the table, telling him to back off. You’re taking this too goddamn personal!

That’s bullshit, though. In my experience cops are too busy to have a nemesis. They either get you on the first few attempts or accept you aren’t worth the resources: too protected or, rarely, too smart to be caught. I also know murder – even indirect murder – isn’t a crime the cops would let slide while they build a bigger case. If Vinh had solid evidence, I’d be in cuffs.

Still, I’m nervous when he suggests we meet at the station.

I’m not directed to the interview room this time. Instead, the constable at the entrance leads me to the Criminal Investigation Unit. In reality, it’s just a corner of the general office. The small open-plan room is a Tetris board of desks, angled where they’ll fit. Each cop is locked into their own work, but no one bustles. The combination of an understaffed department meeting a laidback jurisdiction.

Vinh puts Leena in a corner with some colouring books, smiling kindly at her. He guides me to the desk beside his. It’s immaculate. Drawers clearly labelled and every folder, pen and paper parallel to the nearest edge. I’m surprised to see a stack of Fitz’s business cards positioned at the head.

‘Would you like a coffee? We have one of those pod machines.’

‘No. Thank you.’

Vinh bounces a stack of papers to square them. He carefully staples the corner and files them away before sitting back. He folds his hands, waiting for me to start.

This sure feels like a game.

‘I heard about your breakthrough.’ When he looks perplexed, I add, ‘In Geelong.’

‘Ah. The indicator.’ He says it the way he might say: The honest politician. ‘I’m afraid I don’t hold out a lot of hope for that theory. The higher ups’ —pointing skywards— ‘need to show progress. The case is dragging out, witnesses aren’t helping, and there is a need for digestible headlines. Well, you’d know better than me. You’re in public relations.’

I let the dig at my profession slide. ‘About my … not helping. I’m worried I’ve given you the wrong impression, the way I’ve been acting.’

‘How have you been acting, Olivia?’

I smile thinly. Vinh is good at his job, I can tell. I always assumed as much. But it’s like seeing a bilingual friend converse in their other language for the first time – you feel like you’ve only met half their personality before. Vinh has always shown me the dressing-gown-and-pipe, tell Papa about your owie version of his cop persona. Now I’m getting the flipside. Disappointed Dad, who knows what happened but wants to hear me say it.

‘I think that you think I’ve been hiding things. I’m worried you believe I don’t want to help, or I’m getting in the way.’

Silence.

‘I just wanted to come to you and say, openly, I recognise it. And I don’t want any … stuff  between us.’

He still doesn’t react.

‘I think this whole time I’ve felt like the ground has just … dropped away beneath me, you know? And it’s like I grabbed a cliff as I’m falling – so I’m hanging on – but all these people keep throwing extra weights for me to carry. Does that make sense? I mean, didn’t it knock you sideways – everything that happened with Flynn?’

‘It did. Very much so.’

‘So whatever you want to ask, or whatever you need me to do, um, Trung, I’m here … Whatever you need,’ I repeat.

Vinh nods, compiling a list of everything he might need.

He swivels his chair back to his computer. He switches programs, from a letterhead document to a media player. A video is already queued up. Paused on CCTV footage of a busy footpath and the edge of a street. Pedestrians frozen in the act of rushing past.

My stomach hits my ankles.

Vinh presses play. On-screen, a figure – blurry, but unmistakably me – crosses the frame and stops, facing back onto the road. The me on the video looks at a man, standing in the bottom corner, staring back.

Helmet.

Helmet glances to his left. And the tram mows him down.





Chapter seventeen

Dante went out of his way to take everything personally, but I did one job that really got his blood up.

The Rival was middle management when Dante was rising in the organisation. He might have even been Dante’s boss. Whatever their history, they despised each other. Dante said he would shoot through his own sister to kill the guy. Dante’s sister was the type of person you’d shoot through just to kill time, but I understood what he meant.

While the Rival may or may not have earned Dante’s hatred, he was a prick. He built a reputation for killing not just his enemies, but their neighbours too – a way of both isolating said enemies (by ensuring no one wanted to live near them) and locating them (simply look for the neighbourhood emptying as its residents fled). Dante grew to outrank him, but the guy was still senior enough it wasn’t worth pissing off the other bosses by taking him out.

Time handled it anyway. Pancreatic cancer rotted the Rival from the inside out, staggering its attack in waves of diagnosis, remission, return.Used to throwing money at death, the Rival launched himself into rounds of radiation, chemo, sweat lodges, chakra-purging and açaí berry smoothies sprinkled with ground-up rhino penises. Nothing worked and, as he searched out ever more experimental and expensive treatments, his wealth dwindled. He could no longer afford his friends. When doctors gave him one month to live, Dante saw his chance.

The Rival was as narcissistic as the rest of them. Even withered to a rake, stinking of sickness and with skin so thin his skull showed, he had no problem believing a strange woman in her late twenties would throw herself at him. I told him his previous lovers spoke so highly of his ministrations, I simply had to find out for myself.

His guards frisked me on arrival. But by then he could only afford low-rent thugs, and they didn’t find the switchblade in my bag’s false lining.

He’d scheduled me for the one hour a day he wasn’t hooked up to machines. He greeted me in a silk robe, his remaining three white hairs combed back wet. A Nobel prize to the doctor who found the precise chemical balance of Viagra and stimulants that gave him an erection without killing him.

I stuck the Rival, and he bled out in under a minute. He was so delirious with pain and drugs, I doubt he felt much.

On the trip back to meet Dante, I knew I’d made a mistake. The brief had been simple: He must call his cancer a loving mother compared to the pain you give. It was hypocritical of me to get squeamish after taking the job.

But, seeing him, I couldn’t stomach the futility of it all. The Rival fighting to outlast death. Dante trying to beat it to the punch. Any extra pain was redundant. A hat on a hat.

I tried to convince Dante that the Rival’s guards interrupted me and I had to finish quickly. He didn’t buy it. In that moment, his hatred transferred. I became the Rival. Worse, I was the one who’d denied this man-child his revenge. Denied him justice. It was a fifty-fifty chance I’d never leave that room.

I made it, obviously, but I never forgot Dante’s look of revulsion. As if I was a dangerous insect – both venomous and diseased – and he had to work out how to squash me safely.

Vinh gives a similar vibe, as his video plays. ‘I cut this together myself. I’m still learning the software, so it’s a bit sloppy.’

The image switches from the aftermath of Helmet’s death, back to the past. A long shot of me rushing down the street. Helmet follows. The footage is clearer and tracks us longer. At the time, the chase with Helmet seemed to last ten minutes. But within seconds – thunk. And another angle.

Helmet ricochets off the tram, again and again. Hitting the road and skidding along under the bumper. Then back to life, from a new perspective.

I grip the chair arms like I might rip them off. ‘Why would you rub this in my face? My daughter gets killed in front of me, then I have to watch some creep who won’t take no for an answer die. And you think it’s okay to—’

‘I’m not even going to ask what happened,’ Vinh says over me. The video continues its cycles. Death and rebirth. Destruction and reassembly. ‘Not that I don’t need to know. It could help me a great deal, in fact. It’s just I don’t trust a word out of your mouth.’

‘But I—’

‘Oh, and don’t worry. This’ —he waves behind him as Helmet is hit again— ‘isn’t a smoking gun. Any half-decent lawyer could explain it away. The random stalker angle is a nice choice too. Good for engendering sympathy. I’m sure you could even justify rushing from the scene. Not reporting it to police. Not telling your husband.’

‘I … I didn’t—’

‘You were still in shock from Edith’s death after all. People in shock don’t act rationally … But I want to be clear about what I see, Olivia.’ His voice rises loud enough that a portly officer two desks away looks over, before returning to his work. ‘I see an investigation that has had pieces missing from the beginning. And new information that might fill those gaps.’

‘You’ve got this all wrong.’

‘I don’t have it any way at all.’ His hard edge returns. ‘Because personally I don’t care about your motivations. I don’t want to hear reasons, or extenuating circumstances. I don’t care if you’re scared of these men. Call it victim-blaming, but the fact that you put your own safety over justice for your child—’

His mouth twists. He’s working himself up. Doesn’t want to give me the satisfaction.

He glances back at Leena. ‘I pity your daughter.’

~

My knee jitters against the door as I drive.

This is more than professional diligence. Detective Vinh has a vendetta. To him I’ve become a symbol of indifference. The poster child for passive cowardice. Instead of throwing myself to the wolves to catch Edith’s killers – like he would have done for Flynn – I’ve been cowed into speechlessness. Squandering opportunities he’d die for.

It galls me that he thinks I’d put my safety first. As if I wouldn’t move Heaven and Earth to give Edie justice. To punish Leon and Dylan.

Dylan. With his sad, breakdown theatrics. Guilt so deep he’d do anything to numb the pain. Anything except turn himself in, of course. Or die.

‘Little shit,’ I mutter.

Instantly, Leena bursts into tears.

I glance in the rear-view, startled. ‘What’s wrong, honey, my God?’

Leena goes nought to a hundred. Wailing, hands fumbling at the seat buckle.

‘Stop that please, it’s dangerous.’

‘You don’t like me and Daddy anymore!’ The words smush together, soaked with spit and tears.

‘What do you mean?’

She won’t answer, only bawl.

I pull the car into a bus stop beside a high school. Traffic rushes past on Leena’s side so I slide in the other door, unbuckle her and pull her into a hug. ‘Oh God, honey. Please tell me what you’re feeling.’

‘You don’t like us anymore!’ She clings to me the way she does when she’s sick, using her whole body.

‘Of course I do. I love you. And I like you. You’re my equal favourite kid.’

The phrase is automatic, and I’m reminded, with a stab, it’s now unnecessary. Even though Edie is still my kid. Of course she is.

Isn’t she?

Leena hugs me tighter. I feel horrible I’ve made her sad, but this is also the most she’s spoken since the crash. And God I’ve missed these hugs.

‘I’m sorry Mummy’s been so distracted and not there for you. I promise – promise – it’s not because I like you any less. I like you the most.’

Saying this stings even worse, like it’s missing the caveat: of anyone alive.

I raise her chin so she looks at me. ‘You believe me, right? Please?’

She doesn’t answer but snuggles back in. I rock her gently.

‘My poor little love. You’re handling so much, and Mummy hasn’t helped. I want you to know I’ll never stop liking you, or wanting to hear what you think. And feel. I really want to hear what you feel.’

She murmurs into my chest.

‘What’s that, honey?’

She leans back, smearing hair from her face. ‘You didn’t say about Daddy.’

I feel a stab of resentment, like Jai forced me into this corner. We could have another baby?

‘You’re right. Daddy too.’

I’d tell her the moon was green cheese if it would keep this hug going.

~

I put Leena down for a nap and head for the kitchen. I sneak a shot of whisky to settle my nerves. Then a second to keep it company. Worried about my breath and wanting to keep my thinking clear, I set about making a coffee.

My last attempt at the espresso machine produced bitter, foamy slop in my cup and coffee grounds over the bench, so I pull the plunger from the back of the cupboard. Jai walks in the back door as I’m boiling the jug.

‘Thought I heard you get back,’ he says.

‘You want a coffee?’

‘French press? Sure. Be a nice change.’ He takes my usual seat.

I pour the boiling water into the mugs first: my trick for measuring the correct amount, warming the cups and dropping the water temperature so it won’t scald the grinds. Then I scoop in extra coffee but brew for less than the recommended time – full flavour without the bitterness – and use lots of milk, heated in the microwave, for extra creaminess.

Jai watches me with fascination.

‘Yes, I’m as pretentious as you about this stuff. No, I will not stop teasing you.’

‘I’m not judging,’ he says. ‘It’s more like: game recognise game.’

I smirk and hand him his mug.

Now that we’ve breached fortifications, I wait for Jai to begin our Post-Argument Protocols. He will start by apologising. Offer something unflinchingly honest about his failings, or what he believes I’m feeling. He’ll use blameless language, stress the issue is important to him and – from my perspective, at least – important to our marriage.

Fire Jai up, and he gets maddeningly stubborn and self-righteous. But ease into it, give him time, and he will sacrifice his whole ego to build a bridge between us. It’s a point of pride, how little ego he uses.

In past relationships, my method was to seesaw between explosive yelling and frosty silence. My pride comes from being quick to forgive once the argument is over. You don’t hold on to shit, an early boyfriend once told me. I glossed over his follow-up, Most chicks are bitches for ages after a fight.

In love, at least, I don’t hold a grudge.

Over the years, Jai and I have taken on elements of each other’s style. Me, flying off the handle less. Him, losing his snarky, passive-aggressive comments. Whether it’s due to compromise, cohabitation or a way to exploit the other’s weaknesses, who can say?

As I ready myself for Jai to begin, though, he only sips his coffee. ‘It’s tasty. Thanks.’

He stands and moves for the door.

‘Can we have a truce?’ I blurt.

Takunda’s lecture, Ness’s concern, Vinh’s hostility and Leena’s despair have piled up. I want one stable relationship, even if that means building the bridge myself.

‘I’m sorry. I know you didn’t mean anything by what you said about the baby. I don’t think you want to replace Edie. Of course I’d never think that.’

Jai’s eyes tighten. I can’t tell if he finds what I said intriguing or funny.

‘And even saying that now might misrepresent what you thought I assumed you meant. If that makes sense? So I’ll just say, I know there wasn’t bad intent behind it. We’re both in pain, and have no clue what to do here.’ I move closer. Grab his hand. ‘Truce, yeah?’

Jai stares at our linked fingers. His thumb taps my knuckles. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course?’

‘I’ll only ask once. And I think, depending on your answer, we’ll be on one side of a line. Or another.’ He moves his coffee cup from left to right, ensuring I grasp the shift.

‘Okay.’

‘Are you involved with the men who killed Edie?’

The heat drains from my face. The room swims. Among my shock and fear is a jolt of betrayal. Apparently I did think Vinh and I were in an unspoken battle of wits. Only he’s spoken it aloud. Gone outside our tête-à-tête to include another tête.

‘How can you even ask me that?’

‘Olivia—’

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘You’re not answering.’

‘No, Jai. I’m not involved with the people who murdered our daughter.’

‘Do you know who they are?’

Lying has been a key part of my life for over a decade. Even before then, it was a hobby. I’m good at it. But it’s not compulsive. I judge each situation as it comes, deciding how much truth, if any, is called for. Right now, I’m exhausted, slow-witted, and the whisky is kicking in. All of which might explain why the thought suddenly comes to me: Should I tell Jai everything?

He’d understand, surely. He loves the girls more than anything. He’d have killed those men himself, given the chance. And what a relief to have someone to share it with.

But my slow response time answers Jai’s question. And his disgusted expression answers mine.

‘Of course I don’t know them,’ I say.

Too late.

Jai shakes his head like he doesn’t recognise me. He turns and wanders off, towards our bedroom.

‘Mother of the Year,’ he says as he goes.





Chapter eighteen

Leon Curtis carries violence with him everywhere he goes, like a medical alert bracelet. It’s surprising, then, how hard it is to bring violence back on Leon.

I’ve stopped thinking his mistakes are out of carelessness. He simply can’t believe the universe will allow him to be caught. It’s like the gods of war recognise him as one of their children: Ares and Kartikeya setting up a cosmic bumper bowling system, where Leon can inflict pain without consequence.

Each morning, near dawn, Leon leaves Connor’s house in the same boots, green shorts and white t-shirt. He gets in the HiLux and drives to the day’s job site. Leon works for a franchise landscaping company called Ted’s Garden Shed, which services both council and residential contracts. He does shit-kicker jobs, working the mower or woodchipper. The company also has an arborist who gives Leon unofficial lessons, explaining each step as he ropes up and scales trees, mini-chainsaw dangling from his belt. Leon positions himself more as consulting colleague than student, responding to each instruction with, ‘Yeah, a hundred per cent,’ or, ‘That’s the way to do it.’

When everyone else leaves, Leon often sneaks his own jobs, climbing an oak to shear nuisance leaves, or a soaring blue gum to lop a rotten branch as thick as my waist.

He knocks off around two-thirty each day, after which he likes to sit on the verandah, chain-smoking cigarettes and downing six to ten beers while waiting for Dylan. Tuesday, he watches Netflix on his laptop (an old Steven Seagal movie). Wednesday, he surfs porn (‘surprise anal painful’), clicking and staring without touching himself. Thursday, he repots lilies and azaleas into larger pots. He’s careful with the plants. Tender. Hitler loved dogs.

When Dylan returns from his work site, Leon switches to bourbon and Coke, pestering his brother to clean up, cook dinner or divvy the meth he bought in Shepparton into smaller baggies. Sometimes he goes to the pub or invites a customer to stay for a beer, though this hospitality feels less motivated by a need for company and more a market retention strategy.

Leon deals drugs anywhere and everywhere. From the stream of addicts seeking him out, his stuff is either very good or very chea—

Mother of the Year, Jai? Mother of the fucking Year? So sure I’m not acting in my children’s best interests, are we? No grace period? No asking if the situation is complex? What do you mean this failed mother hasn’t locked herself in a tower in shame? Sharpen my pitchfork!

But I’ll persevere. Bear it in silence. Let Jai receive his awards for Number One Grieving Parent, while I shoulder the real work. The mental load. Crafting a reckoning. I’ve already taken care of the Thief and Captain Roid Rage. Just this psycho and Dylan the mopey moron to go. While you’re getting participation trophies, Jaideep, I’m out—

Breathe. Idiot.

Leon has no Twitter, Facebook or TikTok. His Instagram shows a few old fishing and biking shots, but he doesn’t respond to DMs from cute blonde Britney or stubbled dreamboat Troy. Leon works, Leon drinks and Leon generally dawdles through his life like he’s hungover on a Sunday. Leon certainly doesn’t act like a man dodging a murder charge.

He and Dylan are pallbearers at Rekt’s funeral. The instant the casket slides inside the hearse, Leon wanders away under a nearby elm to smoke a cigarette, picking at loose bark. His only recognisable emotion is disgust at the sight of Mohawk, hobbling among the crowd, face swollen in purple and yellow knolls, bandaged around one ear. Dylan looks like he’s been crying. But Dylan always looks like he’s been crying.

The Curtis boys avoid the wake this time. Instead, they go home so Leon can sit on the verandah, alternating Carlton Draught and straight Southern Comfort, while Dylan stays in his room, nursing a rum and Coke pre-mix, window cracked to let the noxious smoke leak out.

It’s Thursday morning when I realise I’m not the only one watching.

I should have spotted them earlier. The same ageing Celica, parking too close to Leon’s home and work. His open drug deals are bound to attract cops, but this isn’t them. Cops would hang around, staking him out. The two men in the Celica dip in and out. Looking for an opportunity.

That opportunity comes the next day, when Leon sneaks another lone arborist job. He’s roped up in a tall pine, trimming branches grown too close to powerlines, when the car doors creak open. A twenty-something man gets out. Skinhead, square jaw, singlet emblazoned with the Eureka Stockade flag. The muscles on his arms look like balloons about to pop. Almost every inch of his skin is tattooed, including words I can’t read above each eyebrow. Tattoo-Brows pulls a pick-axe handle from the back seat.

The second man is mid-forties, with a greying mutton-chop moustache, buzzcut on top and sandpaper stubble over his chin. His sleeveless leather jacket has Apache patches.

The bikies’ grim faces and curled fists thrill me. As they enter the yard, I slip out of Piaf, up the neighbour’s driveway and along the side, to crouch at the fence. The house has a freestanding studio out back, giving good cover while I watch Leon and the men. But its edge sits against the fence and bushes, so I only get a letterbox gap through which to view.

By the time I settle myself, Leon’s already paused his work, looking down at the men.

‘Not sure what you’re on about, mate,’ he says, reclining into his harness and propping one leg against the trunk.

Mutton Chops stabs a finger up. ‘Don’t bullshit us. You’re selling gear all over the shop.’

‘Oh, I’m not denying that, champ. But you called them your customers. If you owned them, I don’t think we’d be having this conversation.’

‘Fucken smart-arse. They’re ours because I say they’re ours.’

‘But what happens if I don’t agree?’

‘What do you think, you dumb-shit?’ says Tattoo-Brows, tapping the pick-axe handle against his leg.

‘You came all this way, mate, must’ve had something in mind? You don’t see me down at the cunt factory, bothering you at your job.’

‘You little pissant. I’ll squeeze your fucken head.’ Tattoo-Brows yanks one of the ropes trailing from the branches. ‘You ready to die?’

The rope whips harmlessly around Leon’s legs. Leon looks confused. ‘You really reckon it’d kill me from this height?’ He studies the ground. ‘Nah, I’d have to fall funny. Anyway that’s what the ropes are for.’ He jiggles the harness. He looks around, as if getting an idea. ‘Tell you what, though.’

He climbs higher. Shifts along a branch until he’s angled over the powerlines. Reaching down with his free hand, Leon undoes his carabiner, leaving him untethered.

‘There you go, brother, jerk that rope the spastic way you did before. If you hook my legs, you’re a good chance of frying me on the lines.’

Tattoo-Brows lifts the rope threateningly. ‘Think I won’t do it, you crazy fuck?’

‘Oh, for sure you’d do it,’ says Leon. ‘One look at ya tatts says you make a lot of hasty decisions. Probably get away with it too. I’m not meant to be doing this alone. And I don’t have my licence. They’d write it off as me playing silly buggers. Ideal, really.’

Mutton Chops hisses something to Tattoo-Brows, soothing him. Tattoo-Brows growls. He twists the rope around his palm to get a better grip. Leon watches dully, like he was flicking channels and this show has caught his attention, for now.

Mutton Chops taps Tattoo-Brows’ arm: That’s enough. Tattoo-Brows glares, but releases the rope and backs up, raising the pick handle. ‘Gotta come down sometime.’

‘True. True.’ Leon clips back in. ‘And watching you work so hard has got me parched.’

He walks himself down, feeding out the rope. Tattoo-Brows backs up, champing at the bit.

Leon seems not to notice. ‘Probably the right choice, not to kill me, fellas. One little operator’s hardly denting your profits. Plus, if it didn’t look like an accident, you’d be adding to all that attention you already got over the Connor sitch.’

‘That little shit brought it on himself,’ Mutton Chops says, setting the record straight.

‘I don’t disagree with you, mate. But you knock someone else this soon, pigs’ll think it’s bloody chaos in the streets. Not what you want. Not the sort of decision you could make for the whole club either. Yeah, bashing me seems about right.’

Leon is almost at head height now. Tattoo-Brows bobs slightly as he revs himself up, raising the club like Leon is a piñata swinging into range. Mutton Chops checks for witnesses. I rock out of sight.

When I shift forward again, the scene has changed. Mutton Chops and Tattoo-Brows have frozen in place.

Leon is descending the last metre, aiming the same 9mm pistol Dylan dropped in front of me at the crash.

Mutton Chops shakes his head in disbelief. ‘You know what you’re starting here?’

‘I think I do, yeah.’

Tattoo-Brows raises his shirt to show a Glock in his waistband. ‘Reckon you’re the only one with a gun, bruz?’

‘Only one with it in my hand, ya fucken muppet. And I reckon the reason that one’s still twisting your pubes is those are the orders you got. Nothing more than a flogging, ay? And you’re not sure if me pulling this’ —he waggles the gun— ‘justifies you changing those orders … ? I’m right, aren’t I? See, that’s the thing, gents. When circumstances change, I can make these big decisions. Cos I’m one guy, versus your whole group, soggy-Sao thing. So if you’re flogging me, you’re flogging me. And if I’m shooting you, I’m shooting you.’

Tattoo-Brows thumps his own chest. Feints as if to charge Leon. ‘Shoot then, soft cock. Before I shove it up your arse.’

Leon reaches the ground. Unclips. ‘I could, sure. But doesn’t this seem like a whole lot of effort for how much cash you’re actually losing?’

Mutton Chops scoffs. ‘You think cos we didn’t jump straight to blowin’ your fucken head off, you’re gettin’ a pass?’

‘Nah, you’ll come back on me. For sure. But not for a bit. Like, I was pissed at Connor, but I think now maybe he was doing me a favour? Cops are looking at you real close. Probably some watching us right now?’

Tattoo-Brows scans the thick hedge for blue uniforms.

‘I’m kidding, fuck-knuckle. You don’t think my little nine-millie here would’ve brought them running?’

Tattoo-Brows steps forward. ‘I swear, I’ll fucken—’

‘You’ll what, ink-dick?’ Leon keeps the 9mm pointed as he scratches his nose with the hammer. ‘You want to bash me, sure. For your ego and that. But if it was me, I’d say it’s not worth it. Not over a couple of druggie customers. In fucken Railton.’

‘You don’t tell us how things are,’ says Mutton Chops. But his constant all bark, no bite has removed any authority.

‘I’m not telling you your business, mate. You’re clearly a couple of entrepreneurial whizzes. But we can all see, if you start something, you’re not getting away with just kicking my head in, right? Like, that much we agree on?’

‘I’ll gut you for fun, you weedy little shit.’ Tattoo-Brows lifts the pick handle again as if about to rush him. ‘I don’t give a fuck.’

‘Yeah, but your bosses do, bro. And unless you get better mufflers on those bikes, or stop driving the only Celica in town, I’m gonna see you dickheads coming early enough to take a couple with me.’

Mutton Chops’ face whiplashes through surprise, confusion, back to fury. ‘Who do you think you are?’

‘So I reckon you’ll stomach me selling a bit of goey here and there,’ Leon continues, ignoring the question. ‘Won’t like it, but you’ll stomach it. For now. Don’t you think?’ He looks at the Apaches as if genuinely asking.

Mutton Chops glares from Leon to the gun, trying to burn a hole in one of them. ‘You’ll see me again real soon, you dog. You’re nothing but a memory.’

Leon frowns, as if they’ve already discussed this.

Mutton Chops taps Tattoo-Brows. Jerks his head that they’re going.

‘You serious?’ says Tattoo-Brows.

‘I said, come on.’ Mutton Chops wrenches him towards the gate by his singlet.

‘Fuck!’ Tattoo-Brows thumps the pick handle into a tree trunk, chipping the bark. He turns to Leon, pointing the club. ‘You think this is over? I’ll fuck you till you love me, faggot.’

‘Hey, that’s the Mike Tyson quote, right?’ Leon waggles the gun as if tipping his hat. ‘It’s a good one. Real intimidating.’

Tattoo-Brows rushes towards Leon, ready to go again. Mutton Chops pulls him back and shoves him towards the car. ‘Get moving, dickhead.’

Leon watches them disappear out of the gate. He slips the 9mm back into his waistband, clips in and reascends the tree.

I’m so excited, I can barely stay hidden the necessary ten minutes before creeping back and driving off.





Chapter nineteen

‘Do you realise how much I dread hearing from you now?’ says Takunda.

I called him the moment Piaf cleared Railton’s limits. ‘I need your help with something.’

He sighs, as if I’ve settled a bet he didn’t want to win. ‘I can’t help you with this.’

‘I don’t know how much time I’ve got. This detective, he’s … I just need you to answer a phone call. That’s it.’

‘Police are the last thing I’m worried about, but do you think that encourages me to get involved?’

‘I’ll give you my mobile, call you from another. I doubt anyone will check but if they do, it needs to ping near my house.’

His voice rises. ‘Do you think everything I’ve done is a – I don’t know – an act? That my work at the temple is some elaborate pantomime? I believe in Buddhism. I’m not doing it halfway, or because there’s nothing else. I believe I can atone. Be better in my next life. And you expect me to throw that away, for what?’

‘For my family.’

Takunda’s incredulity breaks him. ‘Are you still telling yourself that’s the reason? If you were truly protecting them, you would have killed the psychopath brother first, no? This is about you drinking blood and swallowing fire. You are torturing these men. And yourself.’

He works his way into a rant. About his progress. Everything he’s done to recover. My self-centredness. My moral bankruptcy.

He’s not wrong.

But he’s not blameless, either. I let his indignation exhaust itself before saying, ‘You ever tell your monk friends where that donation came from?’

His silence could wilt flowers. ‘Really, Liese?’

‘I gave you blood money. You told me that. The same way all your money is blood money. But I bet you still passed it on to them, didn’t you? A chance to be a hero. How do you think they’d look at you, knowing the truth?’

When he speaks again, I hear the killer in his voice. ‘How did I ever think you could teach me peace?’

I lay out the plan. When I’m done, Takunda immediately starts talking me out of it.

I hang up midway through his first sentence.

~

I wait long after the lights are off before entering Connor’s house. The window furthest from the bedrooms has an old drop-bolt that’s easy to work up with a length of wire. I slide it open, listen for signs I’ve woken them. I broke into houses so often in my old life it became routine, so it’s refreshing to get the thrill back. Senses hyper-alert as I slip through the opening. As if crossing that window frame is diving into a hidden, underwater world.

You can tell boys live here. Dishes piled high in the sink and spilling over the benches. Clothes spread on the couch and kitchen table, a mix of clean and dirty. The coffee table is crowded with beer bottles, used takeaway containers, a full ashtray and a Gatorade-bottle bong. Everything smells like stale semen and fresh BO.

I’m swimming in DNA, but I’m not sure of the best way to collect it. This is more CIA covert ops than anything I used to do, so I’m going off what I’ve gathered from internet searches, procedural cop shows and reverse-engineering what I know about avoiding detection. I grab cigarette butts, strip hairs from a comb in the bathroom, take mud from boots by the door and steal a scratchy jumper that looks like a fibre-magnet.

The firearms are harder. Despite his performance for the Apaches, Leon has to expect them to retaliate soon. He’ll have guns on hand, but he’d want others stashed around the house too.

I find the .22 rifle hidden behind the couch cushions quickly. A bunny gun, stolen from some poor farmer, no doubt. The sawn-off shotgun in Dylan’s cricket bag takes longer. I only discover it while searching for a sweaty thigh guard or – shiver – pubic hairs in his cup.

No 9mm, though.

I swap the shotgun’s shells for the ones I made up, but I didn’t know about the .22 and don’t have the right calibre rounds. I slide the rifle further down the back of the couch, hard to get for anyone in a rush but believable it might have worked its way there naturally.

I find a box of .45 cartridges but no gun. I swap out the rounds in the box, hoping Leon replaced the weapon I planted in Geelong. The 9mm has to be somewhere.

Part of me just doesn’t want my ammo going to waste, after all the effort I put in hand-loading it. I had to improvise the equipment, painstakingly removing the primer for each round before reassembling the cartridge. Pull the trigger on these and the bullet won’t leave the chamber. It’ll sit there, waiting. For the shotgun shells I’ve increased the propellant but removed the shot and filled the shells themselves with paper. They’ll offer a lot of noise then a swift anticlimax, like fucking a finance bro.

It’s all tedious work and, not for the first time, I consider how easy this would be if I stopped worrying about the whole karmic blowback idea. Snuck in their bedrooms with a blunt object and a big smile. Be done with it.

But what if?

After half an hour of searching and no more luck, I set a fire in the yard under Leon’s window, in view of his neighbour’s Staffordshire terrier. I write Fuck u till u love me on the wall, though I can’t bring myself to add the homophobia. I go back inside and hide in the linen closet, peering out through its slatted door.

The staffy is old and the air outside the kitchen window is tingeing orange by the time he wakes up and starts barking. He escalates quickly, straining into yaps.

Leon wrenches open his bedroom door, naked. He rubs his bedhead with one hand, the 9mm dangling from the other.

A man’s voice next door breaks the quiet. ‘Sith! Sith Lord, siddown!’ Then, ‘Shit, um, fire. Oi, your house is on fire!’

Leon crouches, raising the gun as if bullets are flying. He scurries to the window, peers outside. Seeing the flames, he unlocks the door and barges out the flyscreen, gun up, dick swinging.

‘Jesus!’ says the neighbour.

‘Fuck off, dickhead.’ Pipes groan as Leon turns the hose on. ‘Dylan! Dylan, where the fuck are you?’

Leon comes running back in, casting around. He shoves on trackpants without turning on the light. ‘Dylan, they’re here.’ He draws the shotgun from the cricket bag.

No answer from Dylan’s room. Leon kicks open the door. ‘Get up, ya drug-fucked derro, the house is on fire.’

Leon runs back out, muttering and swearing. He doesn’t have the 9mm anymore. He opens a kitchen cupboard, lifts the lid on a saucepan and retrieves a .45 revolver with a woodgrain grip. An 80s action movie gun. He goes outside to fight the fire, shirtless. Shotgun by his side, .45 in his waistband.

I wait for Dylan to come out but there’s no movement. After two tense minutes, I creep to the doorway.

The room is a bombsite. Rubbish and scattered clothes. Carpet gritty enough to grow potatoes. Meth smoke has impregnated the walls until they leach an ammonia fug.

Dylan lies on the bed in a comedown coma. He’s twisted in the sheets, one arm over his forehead as if shielding from a blow. He’s lost weight and, up close, his skin is waxy and greenish. The 9mm sits on his stomach where Leon left it.

I watch him for as long as I dare. When he still doesn’t move, I creep over and slip the pistol in my pocket. I pick up his phone from the charger at his bedside, hover it over Dylan’s face to open it. I dial.

Takunda picks up. We don’t speak. That was the plan anyway, but after the way we left things, it feels like I’m getting the silent treatment. After fifty-three seconds, I hang up and wipe off the screen.

‘Are you really here?’

Even at a whisper, Dylan’s voice startles me. He hasn’t moved but his eyes are half open. Bloodshot through that small gap. I stay still and he closes them again.

‘He’s going to kill you,’ he says, his speech croaky with drugs and sleep. ‘He’s going to kill all of us.’

His voice goes high at the end. Child-like. He breaks off in dry sobs that convulse through his body. The sobs soften and he passes out again.

I swap out the 9mm rounds and back out of the room. Within a minute I’m across the street.

The fire is almost out but the smoke is still thick. It rises and spreads in a V-shape that blocks off the stars. A funnel, pouring darkness onto the house.





Chapter twenty

The best lies I ever told grew from truth. Things I cared deeply about.

People will forgive gaps or inconsistencies in a narrative if you’re worked up. When they catch you out, you can even appear grateful: God, that’s been bugging me, you’re right! You don’t want to have every detail anyway. Memory is chaotic and tied to sensory experience. The clearer and more linear your story is, the falser it sounds.

But it all starts from truth.

Detective Vinh’s Fairlane pulls up behind me at 11.30am. I’ve parked Brum-Brum behind an observation station, ringed by chicken wire, at the end of a council maintenance road down by the Railton River. I clipped the chain on the entry gate, needing a private place close to where Leon is working today.

As Vinh arrives I get out, expecting him and Fitz to do the same. The car’s occupants wait. The figure in the passenger seat is too small to be Fitz.

I scuttle over to them, throwing scared looks behind me for effect. Vinh waves me to the back seat. Opening the door I get a blast of air-conditioning. I slide my sports bag across and get in quickly to keep the heat out. The uniformed, dark-eyed woman in the front smiles kindly. She’s pretty, though her severe, tightly pulled-back hair is at odds with the smile.

‘Where’s Detective Fitz?’

‘It’s our day off. I came in special,’ Vinh says. ‘This is Constable Cunningham from the Railton station.’

‘Lara,’ says Cunningham.

I ignore her, saying to Vinh, ‘You understood what I meant on the phone?’

‘I believe so, yes. I’m eager to be convinced.’ His tone is baked dry. Clearly I have a lot of ground to make up.

‘Do you think we could talk privately? Sorry, Lara, it’s just …’

She dismisses this with a wave, Of course I’m not offended. But looks to Vinh for orders.

‘Constable Cunningham is going to pat you down.’

‘Pat me down? For what?’

‘I don’t know. Hence the search.’

‘I know I haven’t been straight with you. And I want to explain—’

‘I assumed you’d be more comfortable with a female officer.’

Vinh’s frostiness unnerves me. But I lean into my uncertainty, reasoning a normal person would also be bothered. ‘I told you to come armed. What would I have on me?’

‘Olivia, you called out of the blue and asked me to drive all the way out here, and not tell anyone. I have no idea what this is, or what you might do. From the moment we met, your actions have been very strange to me.’

‘That’s what I want to explain.’

‘I’m thrilled.’

He waits, making it clear what any explanation will cost me. I blink as if holding back tears. Don’t show anger, though. Scared and Ashamed Olivia. Not Angry Olivia.

‘Okay. Just hurry, please? I keep thinking they’re going to see us or something.’

Vinh nods to Cunningham, who gets out of the car. As she moves from the front to the back I whisper, ‘Do you trust her?’

‘I thought I’d made it clear, I don’t trust you.’

Cunningham climbs in beside me. I try to act unsure of how to be frisked, arms rising at the wrong time, knotting with hers. ‘Sorry.’ She’s professional and thorough but inexperienced. A rookie, or just a small-town cop, used to policing underage drinking and sprinkler disputes. Not a total loss. I’d hoped to use Fitz’s quick temper in my favour, but nervousness could work too.

Cunningham lays out the sports bag’s contents. My purse, keys and phone, along with a series of crumpled A4 envelopes. ‘You should maybe use gloves for those,’ I say. ‘They might be evidence or whatever.’

Once gloved, she opens the envelopes. Pulls out tufts of black hair. A ‘Fluttershy’ My Little Pony doll. A watch. A unicorn headband.

Cunningham arranges them on the seat. Vinh passes her a pair of handcuffs. ‘Now these.’

‘What the fuck? Do you know what I’ve been through?’

‘What I know is the sort of man Ashton Strzelecki was before that tram hit him. I have thick files on him and his associates. Long lists of victims.’

‘I was a victim.’

‘I’ve given you so many opportunities to be one of the good guys, Olivia. And perhaps the information you’re about to give will convince me. But you have to convince me. You turning up drunk doesn’t reassure me.’

‘I’m not drunk.’ Maybe I had a couple more swigs than I should have, to get into character? To properly inhabit the role of Woman Falling Apart.

‘Either you’re cuffed while we talk, or you get out and take your chances that our investigation won’t implicate you.’

I’m already regretting this plan. The handcuffs don’t bother me, but Vinh’s attitude does. I’d be happier if he yelled. Anger, I can work with. This cold, careful hatred is trickier. So much hinges on his emotion. On him acting more parent than cop.

I shake my head and slump. Even squeeze a few tears out, before offering my wrists.

‘At the back,’ he says.

I can’t keep the glare from my eyes. I turn, so Cunningham can fit the cuffs. Vinh gives her a nod of thanks and she gets out to stand by the car.

‘Happy?’

He faces forward. Angles the rear-view mirror to watch me. ‘You can begin.’

‘After the crash—’

‘Start with the crash.’

It’s part of my punishment, making me relive it. Cruel and unnecessary, and he wants me to know it. It’s possible I am a little tipsy, because before I can think how to react strategically, ‘Fuck you’ slips out. I’ve surprised him. In for a penny, I think. ‘You believe I’d just stand back and let those pieces of shit kill my baby? That I’d be with them?’

Vinh regains his stoniness. ‘Correct me.’

I take a deep breath. ‘You were right. I did see the driver. And of course I remember him … I’ll remember that face the rest of my life.’

This doesn’t move the needle. ‘What happened after that?’

‘They called me. The … robbers.’

‘Before or after we talked?’

‘Before. Maybe forty-five minutes after the crash.’

‘How did they have your number?’

‘Said they saw my licence plate.’

‘Why would that help?’

‘They said that’s all they needed. Because they have friends in the police.’ I give him my best kid discovers there’s no Santa Claus expression.

‘Did you believe them?’

‘They had the number, so yes. Plus they knew where I lived. My full name. Jai’s. They knew Edith and Leena. Only thing they had wrong was they thought they’d—’ I swallow. ‘They thought it was Leena who’d died.’

An unnecessary detail but an important lie. Specific. Textural. Emotive.

Vinh’s eyes narrow, and I have the first sense he’s really listening. A step in the right direction. ‘How did they seem? About what they’d done.’

I picture Leon’s face when he threatened me outside the office. ‘Cold. Angry, maybe.’ Inject a smidge of my actual self-loathing. ‘They acted like it was my fault.’

Vinh doesn’t contradict me. We are well-past him caring about my negative self-talk.

‘They said if I told the detectives on the case – or anyone else – that I’d seen the driver, they’d find out. They’d come to the house and finish us off.’

‘You didn’t think you could trust Detective Fitz or me with this information?’

‘I just told you, they said not to. I didn’t know you. Or him.’

‘And you believed they had people watching you?’

‘That Chainsaw guy chased me, so yes. I got lucky with the tram, which pissed them off so much more.’ I pick up the envelopes. ‘I’ve got one of these every few days since. That’s Leena’s hair. Jai’s watch. The costume and toys.’ Each item featuring an invisible sprinkle of Curtis brother DNA – like a treat!

Vinh’s eyes linger on the unicorn headband. Jackpot.

Takunda tried to convince me this plan was monstrous. You realise you’re turning him into a murderer? Loading the same guilt and shame you feel, onto him?

Takunda could never understand. He sees this as any other killing. Imagines that, when Vinh confronts Leon to arrest him, it will be as a cop. And when Leon refuses to back down – instead drawing that 9mm, unaware its rounds are duds – Vinh will shoot because he’s forced to. Because it’s his job.

Takunda isn’t a parent. He can’t accurately project himself into the situation. Can’t grasp the righteousness Vinh will feel, ridding the world of a child-killer.

In some corner of Vinh’s mind, Leon will morph into a vicious, slavering pit bull. Jaws hinging open to rend young flesh. And having me there, in the firing line, he’ll get to turn back the clock. To protect an innocent and put down the beast. Saving me, from a similar fate.

In effect, he gets to rescue Flynn.

When Vinh watches Leon’s body go still – blood seeping through the freshly cut grass, to salt the earth in a monster-shaped outline – it won’t be guilt he feels …

I’m giving him a gift, I told Takunda.

‘You’re certain they took these items from inside your house?’ Vinh says now.

‘Yeah, but I don’t even know how many times they broke in. I swear Jai has worn that watch since I got the first envelope—’ Pause for another tear. A sniff. ‘I can’t sleep. Can’t think straight. I keep waiting to walk in a room and find them dead on the floor, you know? I’ve made so many bad decisions, I know I have. But what was I meant to do?’

I look up, pleading. We’re approaching the tipping point. Everything has to be perfect.

Vinh lets out a long breath. His expression doesn’t change but his fingertips drum the door. ‘Why trust me now?’

‘The way you got when you saw the videos with that Strzelecki guy – how you were pushing me? It was obvious you didn’t believe me.’

‘Which meant I couldn’t be on their side?’

‘Something like that. I dunno.’

Crunch time. Maestro, cue the mournful strings. ‘You’re not, are you, Detective Vinh?’ Extreme close-up on the damsel’s earnest eyes. She’s a sheep, terrified she’ll spot wolfish fangs beneath his wool fleece. ‘You’re not one of them?’

Vinh’s brow furrows. ‘No, Olivia. I sincerely hope they were bluffing about any police officer being involved.’

I study him like I’m hunting for a lie. Decide I can’t see one. ‘I wasn’t sure. With the handcuffs and everything—’ I shift sideways to display my cuffed wrists.

He shakes his head. Sighs. ‘Fair enough. I hope you can understand how it looked from my side.’

His resolve is cracking. He didn’t take the hint to remove the cuffs, but he’s opening up to my story.

‘Something else changed too, though? The reason you contacted me.’

‘I got another call.’

‘From the same man? I assume the original caller was male?’

I stifle a smile at Victoria Police’s Diversity Training kicking in again. ‘They were both men. The second one said he was the brother.’

‘The voice was different?’

‘The voice. The tone. Everything. He was scared of the other guy. And he kept apologising to me. I think he was the one who—’ I look away. ‘I think he killed Edie.’

‘This brother, did you get his name?’

‘He wouldn’t say. Honestly, he sounded off his head. You know, drug-affected?’

‘What else did he say?’

‘Just how scared he was of his brother. Leon. That was the scary one’s name.’ Reciting it, determined to remember. ‘He said Leon was getting desperate. Kept calling me and my family “a problem”. Said he was planning to come round tonight and … Like, what would you think if someone like that called your family a problem?’

‘It must have been terrifying.’

‘I’m still fucking terrified! The guy was all broken up on the phone. Said he didn’t want to hurt anyone else, and the only way he could see clear was to “dog” his brother. Which I s’pose meant telling me? He said Leon had lots of guns, but if I told the cops to catch him at work, he wouldn’t have them on him and no one would get hurt.’

‘You know where Leon works?’

‘He’s just down the road. Mowing nature strips by the weir apparently. The guy hung up after that. It was all so quick.’

Vinh takes out a notepad. He jots it all down in handwriting as precise and unhurried as everything else about him. When he’s finished, he puts the pad away.

‘If this Leon is anything like I believe, his brother has every reason to fear him. And if he goes to jail having reported on him … Well, informants don’t have an easy time of it.’

Really, Detective Vinh? So if someone were to help that message circulate, Dylan would be locked away in a living hell, with a target on his back?

‘Can we go get him now? He could be escaping.’

‘You should have told me all this over the phone. It’s dangerous, you being so close to them.’

‘I want to be there when it happens, though.’

He cocks an eyebrow. ‘The arrest, you mean?’

‘Yeah.’

Disappointed Dad returns, only kinder. We need to talk about this report card, sport. ‘Olivia, what do you think this is?’

‘I can help.’ Then, as if it occurs to me. ‘Seeing me could unsettle him? Draw him out, so you can catch him.’

‘The last thing we want to do is unsettle this person.’

‘But the brother said he wouldn’t be armed.’

‘We’ve got information tying these men to a feud with local bikies, he could be prepared for retribution.’

Well, hello there. ‘You already knew it was Leon?’

‘His name is on a long list we’ve been working through.’

‘Then his reaction to me could help get something concrete. A lead or whatever.’

‘A lead.’ Vinh’s face has the blankness of someone fighting a smile. ‘Olivia, you could get hurt.’

‘Well—’ Another deep breath. ‘Good.’

‘Good?’

‘Can we be super honest a second?’

He considers a dig about my usual lack of honesty. Decides against it.

‘How I feel right now … I have never cared so little what people think of me. After what happened, I couldn’t give a fuck if they judge my choices. But you—’

Vinh waits.

‘You know what this feels like. For whatever reason, it matters that you see I’m protecting my family. My child.’

‘Olivia, I’m very sorry about what I said at the station. I was wrong about you.’

‘No, I get it. I would have hated me too.’ I pause to let him deny hating me. Am slightly miffed when he doesn’t. ‘Maybe I want to prove something too? Or I owe it, or … I dunno.’

‘You owe it?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘Exactly how much do you owe?’

I flick the question away. I’ve gone a little too ‘Method’ in my performance, opening a box best left closed.

‘No, let’s really talk compensation. What is Edith’s death worth to you? How much pain would you have to self-inflict, or how much joy would you have to deny yourself that you’d consider it equal to what you’ve lost? “That’s enough. I’m square now.”’

I shrug, Fine, I get it.

‘Nothing can match that loss. Nothing. So words like “owing” and “punishment” have no actual value, do they? They’re just ways of feeling proactive in a situation you can’t control.’

I feel a surge of fondness for Vinh. He really does want to help.

It’s also the first time I wonder if Takunda was right. Has Trung Vinh evolved past vengeance? Am I spoiling that? Dragging him back down in the mud with me?

‘Elena tell you all that?’

‘A version of it. Elena does tough love well, when she wants to.’

‘I just need you to know, I would have done anything to save Edith. I still would.’

‘Of course you would. And I know you want to get these men. But you also realise I can’t let you participate in an active investigation? You see how that would be ridiculous?’

‘I can help.’

‘Olivia, no.’

‘At least let me watch?’ Playing my last card. ‘I want to see you get him. Surely you understand that?’

‘This isn’t about revenge.’

‘Isn’t it? When you talk about justice for your son – for Flynn – you want to punish the dog’s owner, right? You want to make those responsible for his death feel some fraction of what you feel. Isn’t that vengeance?’

At the mention of Flynn, Vinh fondles a set of handcuff keys. He looks at Leena’s unicorn headband again and, for a second, I glimpse it. Volcanic rage, burning just below the surface.

Trung Vinh is more evolved than me, no question. But he still has my urge to smite.

‘Isn’t that what you want?’ I say.

Vinh considers me. After a moment he leans over and raps on the window. ‘You can call the Soggies now, please, Lara.’

Cunningham nods and gets on her radio.

‘What are Soggies?’

As if I don’t know. I’m already thinking how to pivot. Tactical response teams attract trigger-happy cowboys, which might help my cause. But they also have the skills to take Leon alive.

‘SOG stands for Special Operations Group. Our version of SWAT, if Hollywood is your frame of reference.’

‘I told you they have people in the police.’

‘We’re dealing with a highly dangerous, possibly armed criminal. SOG officers are better equipped, better trained.’

‘They’ll tip him off.’

‘I doubt it. At the very worst, he’ll have twenty minutes on us. I tried to put them on standby closer, but there’s been reduced urgency to focus this side of town, since Geelong.’

Cunningham taps the window. ‘Fifteen minutes, sir.’ She glances at me. Is that pity?

‘Well, that’s something,’ says Vinh.

‘We can’t risk Leon getting any kind of start. We should at least go watch him.’

‘These people are experts. I haven’t so much as drawn my gun on the job my entire career.’

‘But you know how!’

Vinh shakes his head. Chuckles to himself. ‘“I know how.”’

Slowly, purposefully, Vinh unclips his holster. Draws his department-issue Smith & Wesson. He turns and rests his arm on the centre console, aiming the pistol at my chest.

I flinch back. ‘Woah! What are you doing?’

Cunningham looks in again. Her hand goes to her weapon.

‘It’s okay, Lara.’ Vinh’s eyes don’t leave me. The coldness is back. Frostier than ever. I’m one wrong word or sudden move away from him pulling that trigger. He gestures at the headband. ‘Did you know Flynn was wearing his unicorn backpack when he was killed?’ Then, ‘Of course you did. A lot of the news stories picked that detail out. What kind of person are you?’

The car seems to sink beneath me. The cuffs are suddenly tight. ‘Please stop pointing a gun at me.’

‘Watching you since the crash, I thought I was witnessing something new. Trauma hits everyone differently, but this was so … odd. Then I saw how you were with Strzelecki. Scared, but not scared enough. Playing a role.’

‘Not scared enough?’

‘There were other things too. Small footprints where the getaway vehicle for the Pandora’s robbery was burned out. A motorcyclist, spotted driving erratically, minutes before a bouncer from the club crashes and dies. A mystery person, hanging just on the peripheries.’

I’m dizzy. The aircon blows all heat from my body even as sweat drips down my back. ‘Trung—’

‘It didn’t make sense that there was no criminal record or associations during your life in Melbourne. The person on that video was far too calm around a man like Strzelecki. Then I wondered: what about all that time overseas?’

I rack my brain for how to react. How would a normal person react to this?

‘I reached out to a workmate who moved to Barcelona some years ago. She made enquiries with colleagues in Madrid. A huge longshot. Absurd, really. But I thought, People might just remember an Australian female drug dealer. I assumed it was drugs. It’s usually drugs.’

His cruelty is back. Presenting the story like a water-bloated limb he’s found, bobbing on the surface of a dark lake.

I angle away to pull at the door. Vinh doesn’t stop me. The child-lock is on and the handle jerks emptily. I keep tugging anyway, the clacking loud. Vinh leans back as if I might try lunging next. He opens the glove box, retrieves a folder. Opens it.

Inside is a printout of a computer-generated face. A young woman with a dead-eyed stare. The hair is too long, the nose is off and the jawline too angular.

‘You asked about these sketches? This was made from a description given by a young boy who watched his mother gunned down in cold blood. An inspector my friend spoke to was very keen to question this woman about a string of underworld murders.’

I’ve heard people who lie long-term often feel relief when they’re finally caught. Monkey off the back et cetera.

All I feel is dread. Dread at the million tiny deaths ahead. The story, spreading among my loved ones like a virus. Jai. Mum and Dad. Leena. Leena, again and again, year after year, as she grows old enough to understand new levels of my depravity. Sitting in prison visiting rooms, showing me fresh Google searches about her serial-killer mother.

‘You agree it looks like you, then? Fitz wasn’t convinced. I think he just refuses to believe you have it in you.’

I want to say, I don’t.

‘I’m guessing a lot of people underestimate you this way. Still, we’ve met psychopaths before. Maybe he’s just old-fashioned about gender roles.’

My voice barely carries the distance to him. ‘I’m not a psychopath.’

‘No? All those contract killings were you-or-them, self-defence scenarios, were they? And you took the money – why? Payment for mental anguish?’

My words are thickening, getting harder to push out. At the same time my resistance is crumbling. ‘I don’t do that’ —diving off the edge, into oblivion— ‘anymore.’

‘You mean you quit murdering? It was a European vacation thing, like people who experiment with wearing a fedora?’

‘I’m going to be sick—’

‘Oh, I think your stomach’s stronger than that. I’ve seen how the people in your orbit end up.’

‘They killed my baby.’ I spit it from deep in my belly.

‘They did. And you murdered them. Did it ever occur to you that these people grew up, for the most part, poor and surrounded by violence? That you chose this world and – I’m guessing – earned vast money, while they set fire to their lives for less than minimum wage?’

Yes, I think, it did.

‘And did that stir any sympathy? Did it make you pause?’

I blink at him.

‘I didn’t think so.’ Vinh raises the gun to point it between my eyes. ‘So I won’t be underestimating you. We’re going to sit here and wait for the Soggies to arrive. They’re going to lock you in their van, with a very large officer, with a very large gun. The others will arrest Leon Curtis, and later we’ll find his brother, Dylan. Then, while the big man with the big gun takes you to a small cell, I’ll give your family the good-news, bad-news.’

He presents it so clearly, it feels more premonition than suggestion. Inevitable, since the moment we met.

As he finishes, the anxiety ploughs over me. Tears spring to my eyes. Sweat beads. My heart flutters like a sparrow caught between cupped palms. With my wrists cuffed behind me, I can’t bend comfortably or curl into the fetal position. A captured enemy, stretched over an anthill.

‘My chest. My breath.’

‘It’ll catch.’

Cunningham stares through the window at me. The pity is stark on her face now. I feel like a zoo animal: In this enclosure, you might catch a glimpse of the elusive Broken Woman (fractus gyno) in her natural habitat. Don’t tap the glass! She’s on the brink of extinction.

Cunningham glances away. She’s seen something. Movement, back near the observation station. A flicker, or sound, drawing her attention.

As she turns, her body jolts. A defibrillator to the neck, knocking her chin back. Red mist puffs.

Cunningham falls bonelessly, like a dropped marionette.

The second shot catches her head on the way down. Blood on her temple, before she disappears below the window.

I blink, assuming it’s my panic-induced hallucination. But Vinh saw it too. He turns in shock, bringing his pistol to bear.

He has too far to travel.

Outside, a figure in black raises their arm. A muzzle flash and two sounds mash together. The plink of the bullet cracking the windscreen, and the thump as it hits Vinh’s chest.

I swallow my scream. Fall across the back seat.

Being new to gunfights, Vinh could be forgiven for losing his cool. But he’s only half a second behind me, dropping horizontal and raising the Smith & Wesson above the dash, firing in even intervals to sweep the area where the shooter was.

The Fairlane’s cabin amplifies the shots. With my hands bound I jam one ear then the other to my shoulder, trying to muffle the thunderous noise. Sharp cracks slice my eardrums. Concussive thuds through my skull. The gunpowder smell is sickening. Sweet, sulphurous and burnt.

On Vinh’s second shot, the windscreen falls inwards. Its tinting holds the shards together like a blanket of snowflakes. The shooter’s bullet has caught Vinh’s lung and his breath wheezes. His finger is slow on the trigger.

A torso fills the passenger window. Gun up. Hand steady.

Vinh spots it too late.

He tries to rise. I see the fear and pain on his face before – pop, pop – two red drill-holes on his forehead. The first shot goes through him and buries in the car door. The second doesn’t leave his body. Vinh has nowhere to go and he collapses along the seat. Lies still.

The shooter swipes their arm down to where Cunningham dropped. Pop, pop. Just to be sure.

My door opens. I spin onto my back and throw myself to the opposite side. Ready my leg to kick. I expect to see Leon but don’t recognise the man who leans in.

He’s early thirties with an athletic build, dark hair, thick eyebrows. Something halfway between stubble and a beard covering his square jaw. He’s ready for me and as my foot flashes out, he dodges, smacks the butt of his pistol into the nerve on my ankle. Pain shoots up my leg.

I kick with the other foot. He isn’t as quick this time and I thump his ear, knocking him off balance.

He wrenches my knees down, forcing my head up just as knuckles crunch my jaw. I reel and he slaps the gun barrel into my temple. The world spins. My body goes light.

The man drags me out. Woozy, ears ringing. My legs crumple beneath me but he shows no sympathy, dragging me along. The pain of my twisted joints shocks me back to awareness. He opens the driver’s door and hits the button for the boot. Pulls me to the rear.

Never let them take you to a second location.

‘No,’ I mumble.

My shoes skid on the dirt, trying to stop. The gun butt whacks the base of my skull, sending my vision black then spotty. He twists my wrists, forcing me towards the boot. Lifts it up and throws me in.

My head thumps the floor. He punches me again and I cry out. I fight the cuffs. My brain feels buried in sand. I kick and flail. My head is under the lip of the boot and I can’t sit up. My breath comes in flutters.

The man pins my ankles with his arm. He’s killed two police officers but shows no rush or distress. He studies me. Even through my pain, his contempt is obvious.

He pulls out a phone and dials. The other end picks up. ‘Sí,’ he says. ‘No me impresiona.’

Fuck. Oh fuck.

The man presses the speaker button and throws the phone in, by my head. He slams the boot shut.

The screen glares in my eyes. ‘No Caller ID.’ The speaker crackles with ambient noise before a familiar Spanish-accented voice speaks, echoing in the small space.

‘Hello, my darling.’





Dylan

Dylan can’t decide: should he tell Leon that the Mother was in his room?

He’s now 90 per cent sure she wasn’t a dream or hallucination. But what can he do with that information? Leon has always flown off the handle easy but, lately, he has no fuse at all. And suddenly, everyone’s in his way.

When they found out Rekt had died, Leon said they got lucky. ‘What kind of genius eats shit driving off a hill? And you saw how he got about his UFC mate? Soft and dumb. Would’ve fucked up and got us caught eventually.’

Dylan didn’t miss the implication he should never reveal himself to be soft or dumb.

Leon already thinks Dylan talks about the Mother too much. If he says she set the fire, when Leon thinks it’s the Apaches, would Dylan become the problem?

He’s gone back and forth over it since Leon slapped him awake that morning. ‘You remember last night, you weak prick?’ Snatching back the 9mm. Throwing the .45 revolver at Dylan. ‘Don’t ask me why I’m bothering to save a junkie.’

It’s only after smoking a shard, then another, that Dylan realises his mistake.

Leon is going to find out. He always does. And when he finds out, the last thing Dylan wants to be is the one who kept it a secret.

Leon hates secrets.

Panic dumps over Dylan like a cold shower. He has to tell Leon everything. Even if it turns out to be a dream, that’s Leon’s decision to make. And he has to tell him now.

Not over the phone, though. The Mother was holding Dylan’s phone when he saw her. Does that mean it’s bugged? What does a bug even look like? Should he take the thing apart to check it? Can’t they do that stuff with apps now anyway?

Dylan spends half an hour scouring his phone for new apps. He doesn’t remember downloading half the ones he has. Might’ve, though. How could you tell? He googles how to find if something is hidden from your downloads folder, before realising any spying app will see searches too.

He swaps to his laptop. Still can’t find a definitive answer. Every post on Reddit contradicts the ones before it.

He’ll visit Leon at work. Has to.

After another smoke. To steady himself.

Halfway there, Dylan realises the Mother probably knows his car too. The app’s tracking his movements even. Leading her right to Leon. He fights the urge to pull over, throw his phone away and walk. That’s what she wants him to do. He tightens his grip on the wheel.

He parks next to the HiLux, finds Leon on the ride-on, clipping the grass that lines the road leading past the weir. Leon takes one look at the state Dylan’s in and cuts the motor. ‘It’s barely lunchtime, you fucking degenerate.’

Dylan tells him everything, switching between white-hot eye contact and not looking at him at all. With each word Leon retreats deeper into that dead-goat stare he gets. When Dylan finishes, Leon says, ‘You and me are gonna have words on this, little brother.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Shottie’s in the ute. You bring what I gave you?’

Dylan pulls the .45 out of his pocket and waves it around. Leon shoves it back, checking the road for witnesses. ‘Not here, you fuckwit.’

‘I don’t reckon we can shoot her, though.’

‘You’re still this delicate? After all she’s done?’

‘Nah. Course not.’ Dylan is, though. Even in his condition, he knows he can’t do what Leon needs. But it’s not that. ‘I don’t reckon you can just go at her. I was thinking: how does some random mum sneak in the house and start a fire, with neither of us knowing? That takes skills. Gotta be with the cops. Maybe even a spy, or … I’m thinking she might not even be human. We don’t fucken know!’

As he finishes speaking, Dylan is able to take a mental step back. He can’t identify what it is about these statements that prove he’s off his head, but he knows sober people wouldn’t make them.

Leon’s expression straightens him out. Dylan sees that, right then, Leon has decided something about him. He was going back and forth on it, weighing pros and cons, and Dylan’s speech has settled it.

Leon steps off the ride-on. He leaves it where it is and marches Dylan towards the HiLux. 

They’re just opening the doors when they hear the gunfire.





Chapter twenty-one

‘Are you there, my little Annaliese?’

I stifle my panting breath. Work my wrists down my back, twisting and wriggling to get the cuffs past my legs.

‘If you won’t talk, I can talk. I can talk about where my friend is going?’

Leena. Jai. ‘Dante, please.’

‘There is my old friend! My old friend has met my new friend. Now. My new friend made a mess, and police are coming. But what can he do, when that cop is going to shoot you? The next moments are important, though. The Annaliese I knew would have the handcuffs already off, and her hand on the trunk release.’ The emergency release for the boot (common to all modern cars, for just this scenario) glows in front of me. ‘But you are going to let it go until I am done speaking. Or my friend will forget his gun and find something more interesting for your little girl. Your husband, he has a tool shed?’

‘Tell him to come back. Tell him to finish the job and just go home!’

‘Darling, he will. You are the finish, but you must know you are not the whole job.’

‘You don’t have to involve them.’

‘You know I do. If you did not understand that they are part of the cost, you wouldn’t know where he is going.’

‘It’s not their fault.’

‘Of course not. It’s yours.’

‘I left. I’m out—’

‘Don’t fucking give me bullshit!’ His voice sharpens. ‘When you disappeared, I thought, Okay. Either she is dead doing my job or she ran away to become a nun and I will never hear from her again. It was sad, but acceptable.’

‘I did run away—’

‘You went home. Like a scared little girl wetting the bed, you drag your piss sheets to Mummy’s room. You think I couldn’t have found you, estúpida perra?’

My voice comes soft. ‘No.’

‘I left you alone. But when little birdies tell me Aussie police are asking all around Madrid stations, looking for my Annaliese. About new murders even—’

‘I didn’t—’

‘So still I must clean your messes here, after all these years. A cop, or three. A witness you should never have left alive.’

More bodies on my conscience. When he’d called, Vinh had no idea how quickly it happens. Ask one wrong question and innocent people go in the ground. ‘You don’t have to hurt my family to get back at me. Please.’

‘“Get back”?’ He laughs. ‘Like equals? You are nothing to me. You’re my wife’s fucking Pomeranian that shits on the rug. I smack you, rub your nose in it. The story fits, too, because you also had pups by some dirty mongrel. So now I will put you down.’

‘Dante—’

‘Because I did not mention what you married. You even fucking imagine how I felt when I saw that?’

‘Please don’t.’

‘I only hear a dead woman.’

The phone hangs up.

My breath quickens again. Panic rising. I pop the boot and writhe my way out, stumbling with the pain. I hobble through broken glass and open the door.

Vinh’s dull eyes stare up at me. His blood has flowed onto the floor, soaking the carpet and pooling in the foot wells. I edge around him and search the car.

My phone, wallet and keys are gone. The phone the Spaniard gave me is almost certainly bugged, which Dante wants me to know. But I have to call.

It goes to voicemail once. Jai picks up on the second try. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s me. I need you to listen very carefully.’

‘What’s wrong? You sound—’

‘Listen, Jai.’

‘Don’t talk to me like—’

‘You have to leave, right now. A man is coming to kill you and Leena.’

‘What?’

‘This isn’t a joke, it isn’t me being crazy, and I can’t explain more. A Spanish man. Slim, six foot, short hair and a beard. He’ll be there very soon. He will murder you both.’

‘I’m calling the police—’

‘Police can’t help. He’s killed two of them already.’

‘You can’t expect me to—’

‘The people who sent him are listening to this call. I’m going to tell you where to go, and you’re not going to repeat it. You’re not even going to say it aloud once we’ve hung up. You’re just going to go. Understand?’

He’s quiet on the other end, at least partially because of my disrespectful tone.

‘Say you understand, Jai.’

‘Yes. Okay.’

‘You remember the place we got the flat tyre on our way to lunch? Say yes or no.’

‘Yes.’

‘The place we were coming from. Go there. Stay out of sight. I’ll send someone you recognise. Yes or no?’

‘Yes.’ Like he’s chewing gravel.

‘Don’t pack. Leave your phone on the kitchen table. We’ll hang up and you’ll go.’

‘Liv—’

‘I’ll see you soon. I love you both.’

I hang up. Covering my hands with my shirt, I pat Vinh’s pockets for the handcuff keys. The Spaniard took those too.

I clamber back out and around to where Cunningham lies. Her uniform is sodden with blood. Her prim hair mussed. Flyaway strands drape her face and fall into the dry, yellowing grass. I find her keys and uncuff myself, rubbing my swollen wrists. I keep the cuffs, worried about traces. As if the car isn’t already a DNA salad.

Something has to be done about that.

I waste a precious minute and a half dragging Vinh’s body out of the Fairlane and laying it beside Cunningham’s. I’m careful, but it’s still almost certain I’ve passed some of me onto him. The alternative is leaving him in there, though, and I can’t stomach that.

Wheels crunch gravel down the end of the road. I hold my breath, imagining the SOG convoy screaming past the busted gate, stereos blasting ‘Ride of the Valkyries’.

Whoever it is turns and drives away.

Vinh has two spare shirts folded in the boot. I tear them in strips, bend the car’s dipstick into a hook and dunk each cloth in the fuel tank. A spark from the fuses gets the cabin going. I use Vinh’s notepad to transfer the flame to rags I’ve placed in the boot and dangling from the tank itself. The fire starts small then leaps up to attack the interior.

Thankfully Brum-Brum is still unlocked. I hotwire it, drive slowly onto the asphalt, run back and sweep my tyre tracks as best I can. Every second is a minor heart attack.

I take off. I’m passing the gate when the Fairlane’s petrol tank blows with a boom.

I call Takunda and give coded instructions as I drive. We finish and I wipe the phone off, toss it in a storm drain.

I pass the Soggies two kilometres down the highway. Black vehicles with heavily tinted windows, booking it along the bitumen.

They head for the pillar of black smoke climbing into the windless day.

~

Bass Falls is a series of baby waterfalls, half an hour from our house. A creek dribbles through a mossy reserve, hits a twenty-metre drop and splits into three streams of white water, dissolving to spray at the bottom. There are more impressive waterfalls, closer to us, but we often go to Bass. Its mediocrity means fewer tourists and easier parking.

I can’t see Jessica Rabbit but hope this is Takunda being careful. I park Brum-Brum out of sight and rush up the mossy path.

I’m halfway to the viewing platform when I hear ‘Liese’, and Takunda beckons me from the thick ferns. He leads me onto a hidden outcrop. ‘You know I can’t be involved in this.’

‘I just need to get them safe.’

Jai emerges from behind lichen-covered boulders, carrying Leena. ‘Liv, what the ever-loving fuck?’

I take her off him and hug her close. Smell her hair. ‘We shouldn’t stay here. I have money at the office, but I don’t know how many are after us. They’ll check there for sure.’

‘What do you mean “how many”? Who’s after us?’

‘I have a go-bag close, and more stuff in a PO Box out near Mornington. But it’s not much. A bit of cash and IDs.’

‘Go-bag? What are you talking about?’

‘Liese, I did what you needed for your family,’ Takunda says. ‘But I can’t be here.’

‘Lease? Are you calling her “Lease”?’

I hold a finger up to Takunda, Wait. He seethes.

I turn to Jai. ‘I have some idea of how angry and confused you must be. It’s too dangerous to get into now, but I promise I’ll tell you everything.’

‘You’ve got those men from the crash chasing us, haven’t you?’

‘It’s not them.’

‘Who, then?’ I open my mouth to reply and he cuts me off. ‘Actually, no, keep your secrets. I don’t care anymore. But you’re going to put on your big girl pants, admit to whatever you did and let the police protect us.’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘It truly is. Because right now you’re telling me you getting arrested is worse than us getting killed.’

Our arguing sets Leena whimpering in my ear.

‘It’s not like that,’ I say.

Is it, though? Jai would swallow broken glass if it stopped his daughters stubbing a toe. What have I sacrificed?

‘I really have to go, Liese.’

‘Stop calling her that. And did you have to rub this fucking guy in my face?’

Leena bursts into tears.

Jai winces. ‘I’m sorry, honey. Daddy’s sorry for yelling.’ He takes her from me, more forcefully than necessary. ‘Liv, you’ve got five seconds, then we’re leaving.’

I glance at Takunda for help.

‘Don’t look at him, look at me,’ Jai says.

‘I don’t even know where to start.’

‘Just say it.’

I overplay a smile for Leena. Indicate Jai should cover her ears.

He shakes his head. ‘Say it.’

‘Before you knew me – right before, actually – I, um … I was …’ I pause again.

‘Tell them,’ says Takunda.

‘Liv, fuck.’

I step forward and cover Leena’s ears myself. Lean right up to Jai’s ear. It’s the closest we’ve been since Phillip Island.

‘I killed people,’ I whisper. ‘Many, many people. For money.’

Jai steps back from me. I keep eye contact with him, partly forcing myself to take the punishment, partly out of morbid fascination. I have zero idea what his reaction will be.

Jai shakes his head. Despite himself he looks to Takunda, who nods. I watch the wheels turn in my husband’s head. ‘For money? Like a—’ It’s too ridiculous to say.

‘Like that.’

‘Liv, come on. What are you … What is this?’

‘You wanted to know.’

‘I wanted a real answer. This is a joke, this is … You can’t expect me to believe …?’ He shrugs at me like, Your punchline needs work.

Of course I’m not surprised Jai doesn’t believe me. It requires too many leaps. A million more plausible explanations before So I Married a Hitwoman. But I don’t know what else I can give him. Details? Body counts? The who did what to whom? I don’t want to relive those stories any more than he wants to hear them.

I can’t bring myself to tell Jai anything else freely. And he doesn’t want to dig. So we’re stuck. Standing there, hoping for some supernatural force to intervene. The Hand of God.

We wait so long, we get what we wanted.

The ferns part, and the Spaniard strides through as if into a music video. His gun is already raised. He moves like a cleaner among cockroaches: knowing we’ll scatter, hoping to squash as many of us as possible before we scurry under the fridge.

His first bullet hits me in the right bicep. A tactical shot to my weapon arm. The force punches me back and down. A soldering iron, stabbed through my flesh and twisted. Heat and pain radiate along my side. He aims the next one at my leg. Incapacitate the target.

Except the Spaniard isn’t dressed for this terrain. His designer boots are an urban killer’s choice. Great for squashing a cigarette under your pointed toe as you deliver a pop culture reference. Not so great for hiking on slick rocks and loose gravel.

As his foot plants, the smooth leather sole slips. His gun discharges. I feel a sting on the edge of my thigh, but nothing digs into meat or bone.

I tackle Jai and Leena into cover. In my weakened state it’s glorified falling, but I get them behind a large rock. Another round pings off it. The Spaniard turns the gun towards Takunda.

He couldn’t know who Takunda is. A friend of mine, he’d assume. Coming in so hot, he might not have even appreciated how big this friend was. How calm. That, unlike most civilians, this friend didn’t run from gunfire.

Takunda hurtles at the Spaniard. One hand reaches for the weapon as the other palms the man’s face. The Spaniard sidesteps, swinging the pistol around. Takunda is quick for his size and neither man succeeds entirely.

Takunda misses the gun but catches the Spaniard’s elbow. The Spaniard angles his wrist, getting an awkward shot off. The bullet buries in Takunda’s hip and he spasms away from the pain.

But he steels his way through it, bear-hugging the Spaniard and falling on top of him. They roll on the wet ground. Loam sprays. Stones clatter. I move to help but I’m forced back as the Spaniard continues firing, bullets chipping rocks and skidding through dirt.

In the scramble, Takunda comes out on top. He’s bigger and heavier and knows how to use these advantages. He pins the Spaniard’s torso while gripping the man’s gun-arm in a figure-four lock. The control allows him to rest, pausing as the Spaniard claws at his face.

Takunda glances up at me. The look in his eyes is terror.

Then. He resigns himself to his fate.

Takunda wrenches the arm, grunting with the effort. There’s a sickening snap. The Spaniard chokes out a scream and drops the gun, his arm flopping unnaturally. Desperate now, his feet clamber at the ground. He tries to slip a knee in front of Takunda to make space, his working arm flailing punches.

Takunda is too big. Too well trained. He traps the arm and begins dropping hard elbows to the Spaniard’s jaw. The man’s eyes roll back. His head sways.

I shuffle over to where they both lie, panting. Gather up the gun.

‘Takunda. Move.’

He leans back, stretching the Spaniard out to give a clear shot. The Spaniard looks up at me. Struggling, spitting breath. One eye is puffy and closed, but the other glares defiantly.

I glance back at Jai, who peeks from the rock to watch me. Leena is curled into him, moaning repetitively. My baby peers up at me like I’m the monster under her bed.

Takunda takes it in. Leena’s horror at what I might do. Mine, that I still need to do it.

He adjusts his grip to pin the Spaniard and holds out his hand. ‘Give it to me.’

I don’t hesitate to pass the pistol, but force myself to watch as Takunda places the barrel on the man’s forehead.

Takunda looks into those frenzied eyes. The muscles in his jaw twitch. An alcoholic, staring down the whisky shot that will spoil ten years’ sobriety. He exhales.

And pulls the trigger.

The bang seems to echo louder than the others. The tranquil forest making sure we know what we’ve spoiled. As it fades, the only sounds come from the Spaniard, gurgling as he dies.

Takunda drops the gun and starts to cry.

‘How’d he find us?’ I say.

No one responds.

‘He didn’t follow me. I know he didn’t.’

‘My God, won’t you shut up.’ Takunda’s eyes are closed. One hand splays in the dirt. The other squeezes his wounded side, blood leaching.

‘There could be more, though.’

‘I wish I’d never met you.’

‘Takunda—’

‘You evil fucking bitch!’ He glares up at me. ‘Do you see what you’ve done here? What you took? I worked hard. So hard. But you couldn’t let me have it, could you? Couldn’t save yourself and you needed me in Hell with you.’

As if snapping out of a trance, Jai picks up Leena and runs.

‘Jai—’

‘You dragged me back down into this shit, Annaliese. Back with these predators.’

‘You can hate me later—’

‘What made you entitled to my life? To my peace? Why do you deserve any of it more than me?’

‘I’m sorry. But we have to go.’

‘Get away from me.’

‘Takunda—’

‘Get the fuck away!’ His rage grows teeth and spines. I’ve woken a long-dormant creature inside him. One that could devour me in a single bite.

‘Okay. Okay, I’m sorry.’

I leave Takunda kneeling, sobbing acid tears onto the Spaniard’s corpse.

I hobble after Jai and Leena. My right arm dangles uselessly and I squeeze it to keep pressure. The wound is hot, but the pain feels one step removed. Adrenalin and cortisol acting like contractors, plastering over a crack in my foundation: You know this’ll just cost you later, right? Blood drenches my clothes and drips from my fingertips. I can walk, so ignore any damage to my leg for now.

I shake my head to clear it. Try to slip into that lizard brain. How did the Spaniard find us? What did I miss? How would I have done this?

He didn’t aim to kill. So Dante wanted me down, but alive. To watch everyone else be killed? But that risked Jai getting away.

The Spaniard would cover his bases. So the first time I saw him wasn’t the first time he saw me.

And it wasn’t the first time he saw Jai and Leena.

‘Jai!’ I rush as best I can.

He’s reached the car park, blank-faced, eyes forward. ‘Stay away from us, Olivia.’ His voice is calm but clear. Shooing a growling Rottweiler. He leads Leena by the hand past a fallen wooden barrier, to where Jessica Rabbit is parked out of sight.

‘He’s tracked you. We need to go somewhere so I can search Jessica. You drive Brum-Brum.’

He looks back at me, incredulous. ‘You’re not coming with us. I’m not even telling you where we’re going.’

‘Jai—’

‘We’re leaving.’ Uncertainty flashes on his face, wondering if he has the power to enforce this decision. ‘Please.’

A gunshot rings out behind us. From back up at the falls.

The sound cuts through me. I picture Takunda, kneeling over the Spaniard’s body. All his progress, for nothing. Thousands of years of Buddhist scripture, burned. Watching any peace he’d won leak from the man’s head, blood seeping into the soil to awaken past ghouls. They’ve been waiting. Necrotic hands poised to burst up and haul him down.

And the pistol, right there.

‘I have to go back,’ I say. ‘Can you wait?’

My indecision gives Jai his clean getaway. He rushes Leena towards Brum-Brum.

I don’t go after him. Instead I hobble, fast as I can, back up the slope. I’m not sure what I plan to do. I can’t take Takunda’s body with me. I can’t bury or cremate him. What funeral rites does Buddhism even do? Once the soul leaves, aren’t we all just carcasses? Or am I thinking of another religion?

Whatever the case, I can’t let him pass unseen. Not after what he gave. What I made him give. I have to witness it.

Witness him.

I’m a few metres up, when the brush around the outcrop parts again and Leon steps from the gap.

He has the Spaniard’s gun. Behind him, I can see Takunda stretched out. Bloodied and very dead. My ex-colleague’s face is turned away and I have a sudden image of his hatred for me, preserved there, forever. Dylan steps out after Leon. His pupils are as big as dinner plates, even at that distance.

Leon has me dead to rights. Yet, instead of pulling the trigger, he glances over my shoulder. Sees Jai, securing Leena in the car.

Leon smirks. And swings the gun towards my family.

I yell something. Loud. Denying reality. I spin. Struggling to propel my broken body back down the slope. I cut sideways and stretch my limbs like a kite, trying to soar off the hillside while filling the space between Leon and my family. Dylan screams.

A shot fizzes past me. Thwicks into the tree Brum-Brum is parked under.

Jai flinches away from it. Looks towards us. He stumbles. Slams Leena’s door and bolts to the driver’s seat.

I glance back. The Curtis boys are wrestling over the Spaniard’s pistol. Dylan shouting, ‘No, no, no,’ over and over, like a stubborn toddler. The pistol fires three times into the air then clicks, empty.

I reach the car park. Brum-Brum reverses out.

‘I need your key!’ I say.

Jai pauses a split second. I watch the thought to abandon me cross his face like a shadow. But it’s gone quickly, and he fumbles to pull Jessica Rabbit’s key off his keyring. He opens the window and throws it out.

As Jai takes off, Leon punches Dylan in the throat. Dylan drops, coughing. Leon draws the shotgun from his backpack, lines Brum-Brum up, broadside.

And fires.

My world evaporates as light fizzes at the hammer. The shotgun kicks up. The discharge is huge and Leon rocks away from the mini explosion. Jai swerves in fright. Leena screams. My heart lurches.

But no shot sprays the car, or its occupants. Instead, burning paper flutters down like a swarm of flaming moths. Relief washes through me.

Realising Brum-Brum is undamaged, Jai floors it out of the car park and up the road.

Leon drops the useless shotgun and draws the .45 from his backpack. He fires at me, the bullet thunking into Jessica’s boot. He cuts towards the HiLux, parked over behind the toilets near a grey sedan that must have been the Spaniard’s.

I jump into Jessica. Gnarls Barkly pounces on me with fretful licks and barks. Leon has reached the ute. I peel out and within moments I see Jai. Less than two hundred metres ahead. He’s speeding, but not fast enough. Keeping to the main road. No plan, just anywhere but here.

Jai is a good driver. He watched a YouTube video where a stuntwoman described the best line for taking corners, so that’s how he corners. He’s attuned to the engine and watches the tacho for optimum changing speed.

But these are skills designed for fuel economy. Or to cut down on inertia for his passengers. He’s never clicked on the video for ‘Evasive driving to flee a gun-wielding psychopath’.

As I take the next bend, I jam Jessica’s wheel, skidding the tyres. Gnarls yelps as I grab her collar to keep her from flying into the windscreen.

Jessica sits lengthways across the road, nose towards the high bank. I reverse and jerk the wheel frenetically, spinning her tyres. I take off again in low gear, making her over-rev. Injured prey, labouring. A red rag to a bull.

Leon guns it straight at my door.

As the ute bears down, I squeal out of the way. I turn up the first available street and speed away from my family.





Chapter twenty-two

When Edith was five months old, she suddenly refused to sleep anywhere other than her car seat. Jai and I split the nights, driving silently through the Hills. I’d entertain myself by inventing lives for the people sleeping inside the houses we passed. This one trained therapy dogs. That one sold bootleg kombucha. That one went bankrupt importing Caribbean steel drums. They were happy, disgruntled, gluttonous, angry, stupid and content.

I know their neighbourhood well and lose Leon quickly.

When I’m sure I’m alone, I swap number plates with an old Festiva, tucked down a one-way street. I drive to a nearby sports oval with a long dirt track winding around behind the clubhouse. I park by the cricket nets and apply a quick pressure bandage to my arm, gritting my teeth. Drape an old hoodie over my wound and get out to search the car.

It takes thirty seconds to find the GPS tracker in the wheel well. The decoy. I’m another twenty minutes finding the smaller, fancier one behind the tail-light.

By then I’m dizzy with pain and blood loss, but the task has halfway distracted me from my problems. The list of people after me includes: Leon, the police and whomever else Dante sent. The cops will be looking for Jessica Rabbit and I’m not sure I can make it to Piaf without being spotted.

I need to rest, but three young, fit guys in matching trackpants are strolling onto the oval. They begin kicking a footy back and forth. Cars stream in as more players join the pre-season training. I head out.

My go-bag is stashed in a reserve two suburbs from our house, buried under a fallen branch in a dead-end copse of trees, in the opposite direction from the signposted nature walks. Buckled, faded beer cans and wilting condoms denote it as the exclusive haunt of underage drinkers and people extremely desperate to fuck outdoors. The bag holds a first-aid kit, food, water, dark clothes and money. Hoping to get the jump on any infection, I take two of the antibiotics I replenish yearly (Doctor, this UTI is excruciating!) and keep moving.

I hole up on the grounds of an old church. A boy in Leena’s playgroup was baptised here and I remembered its cluster of plum trees out back. I park Jessica among them, out of range of the exterior lights.

I inspect my injuries, remembering everything I can from times I’ve assisted army medics in village houses or on dusty roadsides. The leg wound is a graze and, once I’ve washed out the dirt and gravel, a couple of plasters will suffice.

My arm is a different matter.

I wince and flinch as I peel off the bandage. Use scissors to cut myself out of my top. Gnarls cocks her head at my weeping. I lean out of the car to wash, flush and reflush my arm, filling my water bottle from a garden tap. The bullet passed through, leaving a singed and messy exit wound. I swab out the strands of clothing, grit and dead tissue as best I can, douse it in antiseptic and put on a new pressure bandage. It will have to do for now.

My hand tingles with pins and needles. But the fingers are red and warm, and the colour of the blood isn’t right for an artery. Good signs I’ve avoided major blood vessels. My range of movement is woeful, though. I can’t bend my wrist or lift my arm above shoulder height. I prick a safety pin on my fingertips and feel it in three out of five. Possible nerve damage. Hurray.

Fatigue, pain and the adrenalin hangover hit me like a cave-in. I’m shivering. My whole upper body throbs.

I pop a couple of Panadeine Fortes (It’s these war wounds, Doc, I put my back out lifting the laundry) and wash them down with the gin I’d stashed under the seat. I open my rations and scoop handfuls of organic peanut butter from the jar, gagging on the dryness, before chugging water and more gin. Once I feel up to chewing, I chase the peanut butter with smoked beef biltong and seaweed crackers. I give Gnarls a tin of corned beef and stroke her as she eats, envying her dumb dog happiness.

The church looms in the moonlight, throwing sharp shadows. For all my superstitions about God looking over my shoulder, I find it hard to believe there’s anything divine in that building. All I see is a stack of limestone and mortar, built on stolen land with the tithings of poor people. The idea that anyone who works there could give me salvation is laughable.

The stains on my soul require a deeper soaking.

The Mother of Three’s name was Ana, or Ilyana. Something like that. I should remember, rather than reducing her to a procreative role. But I also want to remind myself that in killing her, I left holes in other lives.

The job felt wrong from the start. All the background info suggested she was a civilian. But it was big money and I told myself, Big money means she did something big. My involvement alone marked the Mother of Three as a valuable target. Dante had hundreds of desperate young men who would kill a civilian for free, simply for clout.

I was still rationalising as I picked the lock on her peeling grey door in the dilapidated hallway. A façade, I assured myself. They’ve had to leave the exterior shitty because of historical significance, but inside it’ll be some ultra-modern, yuppie palace.

The door creaked open.

Inside the kitchen, four cracked-vinyl chairs surrounded a scuffed plastic table. The couch in the living room was worn to the stuffing. A pillow and folded blanket lay on the ground at one end, where she put them each morning after sleeping there. The lone bedroom had two single beds, one with two pillows. Everything smelled of piss and mildew, masked with cleaning products.

Hidden on the back shelf of the wardrobe, I found a dozen bags with luxury goods. Hermès scarves, Tiffany jewellery, dresses from Dior, Givenchy and Dolce & Gabbana. All unopened. They bore cards bearing invitations to dinner, drinks, lunch, coffee. ‘Necesito verte.’ I must see you.

The house’s only luxury was a giant plasma television, comically out of place on the living room floor. For the children probably. That was her mistake, I suppose. Giving an inch.

There weren’t places to hide, so I sat on a bed, staring out the bare window, rather than around the room. I waited until the front door opened, then closed, before coming out.

The moment I saw her, I understood.

The Mother of Three was worn down by exhaustion, wearing a hotel cleaner’s uniform stained with sweat and spotted with bleach. Her face was stamped with the endless bland cruelties of a hard life. Bad luck swirled around her like flies.

And yet.

The woman was a knockout. Mid-forties, with dark olive skin, an oval face and intelligent eyes. Her thick black hair was up but would have reached halfway down her back when loose. Depending on clothes and attitude, her look could have been anything from sexy seductress to wholesome nursemaid. She was ready-built to walk the tightrope of any Madonna–whore complex.

A beauty strong enough to curse.

Spotting me, the Mother of Three knew. She screamed. A sound of unfiltered terror. Her twelve-year-old son was with her and she moved frantically, unsure whether to shield him with her body or thrust him out of the target zone.

‘No no no, por favor no!’ Her accent was heavy, though my Spanish wasn’t strong enough to pick its origins. The Balkans, maybe?

Watching her desperation only confirmed how unnecessary I was for this job. This wasn’t a violent person. The building had no security, she could never have afforded bodyguards, and the neighbourhood was dangerous enough no one would question a robbery or home invasion gone wrong. There’d be no public outcry or weeping editorials for this poor immigrant woman.

And yet, in that moment, I knew why Dante had sent me. Honestly, the fact I understood his logic fucked me up almost as much as the job itself.

Dante chose me to kill this woman as a kindness. To her.

There was no question she had to go. She’d said no too many times, or yes a few before changing her mind. That wasn’t how Dante’s world functioned. But he believed, by having another woman kill her – cleanly, and paying well above the market rate – he was honouring her.

I realised something else too. As plain as the nose still attached to my face. Someday, I’d also have to say no to Dante. And how would he honour me?

I shot the Mother of Three twice, quickly, in the heart. I like to think she was dead before she hit the ground. Her son cried out and threw himself on top of her, wailing.

I stepped over them and walked out the door.

~

I’m woken by the insistent chirps of a king parrot, perched on my side mirror. A bird feeder hangs a few branches away. The parrot’s excitement doesn’t prove it’s usually fed at this time – half-tame birds will gaslight you like that – but I can’t risk anyone coming around. Have to move.

My arm is on fire. The night in Jessica’s reclined seat was an incessant cycle of twisting to get comfortable in my sleep, knocking the wound, which made me thrash in pain, which caused further injury. The Panadeine Fortes do as much as Tic Tacs, but I chew a couple more while changing my bandage.

The wound is puckered and inflamed. My whole upper arm is splotchy red.

I park in a backstreet, put makeup on the worst of my facial bruises, don sunnies and a hat and walk Gnarls to the nearest shops. I do my best to hide my stiff-armed zombie walk and sit down outside a café. I order a coffee to drink while they make my takeaway bacon and egg roll (avocado, gruyere cheese, sweet jalapeno chutney), with two sausages on the side for Gnarls. ‘Could you get me the paper from inside too, please?’ I ask the waiter, giving my best Entitled Toorak Mum: Just up here to see the sunflowers and aren’t you all quaint!

The front page is a splashy picture of Vinh and Cunningham’s murder site with the headline: ‘Underworld Warzone!’ A crime scene tent covers the bodies. A policeman is being consoled by two other officers as firefighters douse the Fairlane’s blackened husk. The inset is a pic from the Falls: ‘Police Slayings Linked to Bass Falls Bloodbath’. Takunda and the Spaniard’s blood soaking into the gravel. Mine too, probably.

A smaller-still inset is a pic of me, taken from the scene of Edith’s crash. Jai is cropped out, but you can see his comforting arm around me. The word ‘Missing?’ is stamped across the photo. In the story the police don’t say if I’m a suspect or victim, but I am ‘a person of interest’.

It’s nice to still be of interest in my late thirties.

I approach an old couple and ask to borrow their phone. ‘I’m a new mum and I’ve left Jasper with my husband to get some anti-reflux thing from the chemist, but I haven’t slept and … I can? Thank you, my God. And that’s your grandson on the screensaver? You can just tell he’s got a big personality!’

I make my call.

~

I meet Vanessa in a postage-stamp-sized park in Fitzroy North. ‘The cops are after you,’ she says, handing me another flat white.

‘I’m barely a person of interest,’ I say, easing onto the bench next to her. I watched for ten minutes to make sure she wasn’t followed and the coffee is cold.

‘Oh my God, what happened to your arm? Are you fucking shot or something?’

‘You really think I’d be walking around if I’d been shot?’

‘Fine. But should we even be talking?’

‘It’s alright. I called the police, told them where I am and that I’m okay. They haven’t shared it with the media yet, but I’m headed to the station this afternoon. I just need your help with something first.’

‘It was the same cop who interviewed me, wasn’t it? The one who got killed?’

‘Detective Vinh.’

‘That’s so creepy. My friend posted how it all happened near her cousin’s house and I’m like, “Bitch, I talked to the guy last week!” It’s horrible.’

‘Horrible.’

‘Was it those same guys from … Edie?’

‘They think maybe, yes. Related to it, at least. The reason I called is, I need you to go to the office and get something for me.’

‘Shouldn’t you see the cops first? Or are you on the lam, boss?’ She gives the words a New Jersey twang and laughs. Then sees my face. ‘Oh God, Liv, you’re kidding? You have to be kidding.’

‘I’m not running away. But if I go in before I fix a couple of things, they might think I’m involved.’

‘You’re going to prove your innocence by evading the police? Do you realise how ridiculous that sounds?’

‘Can you help me? Please, Ness?’

She fights to keep her voice calm. ‘They have words for that kind of help, Liv. “Aiding”, “abetting”, “accomplice”.’

‘I just need you to go to the office.’

‘Because you’re afraid the cops have it staked out and you want me to carry stuff past them? The word for that one is “mule”. Did you even talk to them yet? Stop trying to manage me and just say what’s going on.’

I cluck my tongue. Weigh the consequences. ‘There’s a bag in the office with three hundred grand in it.’

‘Jesus.’

‘It’s my money, unconnected from the business. I need to give it to Jai and Leena before turning myself in, just in case. I’m not going to go into where it comes from. It’s behind a false wall down the back of the filing cabinet.’

‘A false wall? Olivia.’

‘I understand it’s a lot to process. And that you’re taking a risk.’ I slip an envelope of the go-bag money into her hand. ‘That’s ten thousand, just for helping.’

‘What the fuck?’ She slips the packet under her thigh with a quickness learned from grabbing many baggies in many dodgy nightclubs. Scans for witnesses.

‘Also, I planned to do this in a month or two with a champagne lunch, but if you check the files in the bottom drawer under “miscellaneous”, there’s a partnership contract making you co-owner of the business.’

‘What?’

‘Sorry it’s weird circumstances, but I promise I had it drawn up well before all this.’ I touch her arm. ‘I know you’re going to take us so much further than I ever could.’

Vanessa pauses, gathering herself. When she speaks again, her voice has a tone I’ve never heard from her before. Condescension.

‘You don’t think the police will wonder why a contract comes through the same day you disappear? Not to mention I’m suddenly ten K richer.’

‘You can hide ten thousand dollars—’

‘I’m not finished. I know your heart has never been in this industry, Liv, but did you really think our reputation would survive you being “Wanted by the Police”?’ She blocks out the headline in the air between us. ‘After today, your business isn’t worth its office space. You are currently telling me I’m unemployed. So is Barb. So is Rabia.’

‘You might find a whole new market opens up. Criminals have deep pockets.’

‘Do I look like I’m laughing? But I also can’t believe you think I’m here as your employee. You really think I’d risk meeting you, like this, for what you pay me?’

I pause. Pull out the bigger envelope. ‘Another thirty thousand. To be split among the others, if you like.’

‘Fuck!’ Vanessa slips the second envelope down with the first. ‘Honestly, what have you got yourself into?’

~

Vanessa nails her mule duties. Of course she does. She’s in and out of the office with the green Woolworths bag in under ten minutes, crossing the lush grass of Darling Gardens to the far parking area. As she steps between stationary four-wheel drives, she pauses, just a second. The swap-out is so smooth, when she comes out the other side you’d have to know what you were looking for to realise the bag she’s holding is suddenly a little newer, a little lighter.

As Ness gets in her car and drives off, a blue sedan leaves the street parking near the office. Detective Fitz coasts up the street after her and I grab the money bag from between the four-wheel drives.

Vanessa will handle Fitz. She could weather his questions through affluent indignation alone. After making sure he knows she doesn’t have to show him anything, she’ll open the bag to reveal her yoga mat and workout clothes. What did you think would be in there, Officer? Then, No, she hasn’t seen me and, Yes, she’ll tell him if I make contact. But wait, is Olivia in some kind of danger? Or *scandalised side-eye* Is she in trouble?

I feel guilty lying to her. But there’s still so much to do.





Dylan

Dylan is scared to go home. Not because of the cops. They can have him at this point. He’s scared because there’s nothing at home but pain. And the longer he stays out, the more it’ll hurt.

Maybe he’ll be lucky. Maybe Leon got arrested. Or the Mother killed him. Or – the worst option, but an option – maybe Leon murdered that whole family and it’s behind them now. He’ll probably kill Dylan too. That won’t be so bad. Dylan isn’t scared of silence. Of rest. He just knows Leon won’t let him go easy. A lot of pain lies between him and any end.

They arrived at the shootout in Railton after the cops were dead, as the man in black was bundling the Mother into the boot. It was Leon’s idea to follow him instead. ‘That’s the fella I want to know about.’ They took separate cars. Dylan was pretty sure he got spotted, because he lost both the man and Leon. But Leon called ten minutes later saying they were pulling into Bass Falls and Dylan better get his arse there.

When he got to the outcrop, Leon already had the gun at the Black dude’s head. The guy didn’t even fight it. In those blank eyes, Dylan recognised his own surrender.

Then bang.

Dylan shuffles through the flyscreen about 9pm. Leon sits in the armchair, drinking a beer, watching some Vin Diesel movie. He looks up from the television.

‘You, um, you get them?’ says Dylan.

‘The mum, you mean? Nah, she got away. Hubby and the little one must’ve gone a different route.’

Dylan nods.

‘She can drive, bro, I tell you.’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m talking rally style. I was right on her arse and then, shooooom.’ Leon shoots his hand forward. ‘And in my head, I’m hearing you go on about spies and that. And the fella who shot her? He was on some Jason Bourne shit, for sure. I dunno, little brother, we’ve stumbled into something. I’m wondering if this chick’s more trouble than she’s worth.’

‘Too rich for our blood, you reckon?’ Dylan risks a smirk.

Leon smiles back, like when they were kids. He’ll let the cheekiness slide, but Dylan shouldn’t push his luck. ‘Too rich by half. Gear’s selling well. Got a good thing going. I’m not risking all that over some Jason Bourne shit.’

Relief floods through Dylan. He nods towards Leon’s beer. ‘Want a freshie?’

Leon shrugs and drains the rest of his bottle.

Dylan steps towards the fridge. The armchair creaks—

Blinding white pain behind Dylan’s ear. He seems to hear the thunk a moment later. Hears it again as a cricket stump cracks the side of his knee. His legs buckle and he falls, smacking his head on the table on the way down. He yells, blinking to try to clear his head.

A hand covers his mouth. Dylan clamps his teeth shut. Fingers dig behind his jaw, like forcing a dog to open up. ‘Open your mouth, you dirty junkie.’

Leon mashes something inside. A fist-sized bundle of plastic and tiny rocks. Acrid smell. Chemical taste.

Not rocks. Crystals.

Leon holds Dylan’s nose, trying to make him swallow. The drugs spill out of the plastic and Dylan gags. He thrashes, claws at Leon’s face. Gun metal whacks his cheek, setting off fireworks behind his eyes. Leon forces the barrel past his teeth. ‘Fucken swallow.’

Dylan fights for air. Fights through plastic, drugs and metal. Fights his instincts too. Shutting out his body’s natural urge to swallow whatever’s in the way so he can breathe.

But instinct is winning. He’s suffocating. Breath is the priority. His lungs plead with him, promising to help solve his other problems later. They’ll do anything, just please give them some air. He has to – has to! – or the show’s over.

Dylan sobs once and swallows. Geometric shapes scrape his throat all the way down. They fall lower and he can breathe again. He wheezes around the gun barrel.

But the panic rises again swiftly. He’s a dead man. That’s simple reality. Just a matter of how long.

He imagines his bloodstream and nervous system sucking up the chemicals. Loving them at first, before realising they’re too much. Too strong. How long before he cooks from the inside out? Half an hour? Or is it more like five minutes? Two? How much has he taken? Will it hurt, or will he float out on thundering waves of euphoria?

Leon rolls Dylan over. Forces him to all fours and opens his mouth again. The hand is back inside. Fingers down his throat. Scratching. Dylan too tired to bite. The finger touches something and a wave climbs from his belly. Not euphoria.

Vomit spills over the lino in a foul stream. The finger scratches again and there are more splashes. The crystals and baggie swim in it. Dylan collapses on the floor, gasping and coughing.

Leon wipes his slick hand on Dylan’s jeans. ‘Whaddya reckon, little brother, should we let her be? Or do you think we got work to do?’





Chapter twenty-three

Jai wasn’t built for subterfuge. I find him in the second of three places I guessed he might go when fleeing me, the law and a gang of murderous criminals.

I knew he’d need a place to think. Somewhere providing enough space for the mental stadium in which the epic battle between his morality and loyalty could unfold.

I staked out Brandon’s first. He’s the owner of our local bottle shop, and Jai got to know him when a clumsy customer broke a wine bottle over his scanner and inventory system on the first day of a long weekend. Jai set up a workaround until the company could get out to fix it. They bonded because Brandon is one of five people in the southern hemisphere who cares about the Toronto Maple Leafs ice hockey team.

Brandon complains about his ex-wife often enough, Jai wouldn’t even have to mention I’m missing. He could simply say, Chicks, amirite? and Brandon would crack a hearty Heathcote shiraz, leaving the details unprobed.

Edith’s godmothers were also an option. Tammy and Farah live on five acres out near Beechworth, and though I’ve been dodging their calls since the wake, they’ve checked in regularly with Jai. They’re doers and, after yesterday’s news, Tammy would focus on Leena’s wellbeing while Farah coordinated a search for me. Their house isn’t neutral ground, but Leena loves them and their three kelpies. Jai would feel safe there.

With Jessica on a quarter tank, and me avoiding petrol stations, I chose to try option three before venturing way out to Beechworth.

It stings, finding him at Caroline’s.

Jai has parked Brum-Brum three blocks away. It doesn’t fool me, or the cop in the unmarked car now watching the house. No one is watching Brum-Brum, though.

I strip the Spaniard’s tracking devices from its wheel well and, this time, inside the cigarette lighter. It was arrogant, thinking Jai’s vehicle would be the only one bugged. But at least the lack of attacks from another hitter suggests Dante only sent one. For now.

I wait until Caroline leaves with her daughter, Louisa. Louisa and Edith have played together since they were babies, and watching her skip around to the back seat brings the grief rushing back. Louisa has always called me ‘Mrs Singh’, Caroline chiding, No, you remember they are different to other Aussies? That’s Mr Singh’s name, but not hers? Aiming the statement my way, with a silent apology that her daughter has reminded me of my deficit.

As the girls grew close, so did Caroline and Jai. Coffee catch-ups after swimming lessons, picture book readings at the library. They even went to the odd movie, without the kids, watching retrospectives of 90s Hong Kong gangster films Jai couldn’t drag me to, but of which Caroline was a big fan.

I supported the friendship. Of course I did. At the same time, I wasn’t surprised when Jai told me that Caroline – two glasses of movie wine down – had tried to kiss him. He rebuffed her with a clear: This will not happen. Caroline dissolved into tears, blubbing about loneliness. It’s so hard raising a family away from home, Jaideep.

Jai told me this openly. Less a confession and more for us to commiserate over her pain. Tut-tut that this poor woman was so broken by circumstance she could confuse Jai’s kindness for something more. He even joked how this might spark jealousy in less evolved couples.

Jai won’t cheat on me. I know this. Family and honesty are his core principles, yes, but more importantly, he couldn’t bear the cliché of it. People thinking he was just another stay-at-home dad having an affair to compensate for lost masculinity.

And his relationship with Caroline is important. They share things I can’t. I can sympathise with the struggles of living in a foreign country, away from support systems, because I’ve done that. But being a person of colour adds another layer. Especially in Australia, where our national motto is: ‘But where are you really from?’

And, yes, I feel sorry for her. Yanked from Laos by some real estate bro. New country, new culture, new landscape. Then abandoned for a younger woman the guy met on a business trip in Phuket, buying her the South Melbourne apartment Caroline had always wanted.

I sympathise. I see the intersectionality.

I can also see slapping that smug smile off Caroline’s face.

Jai knows all this, whatever he pretends. Hiding out here is intentional. Pointed.

I loop around the back and, after ensuring no police are inside, lower Gnarls over the fence. I climb after her, agony with my one arm. Tap on the sliding glass door that leads to the backyard.

Jai looks up from the couch, running quickly through shock, shame, then fury. The door opens and Leena runs out to hug me. ‘Mummy!’

‘Shh, darling.’ I put Gnarls inside, sending her deep telekinetic messages to piss on the carpets. I turn to Jai. ‘Is there somewhere we can go?’

Stern-faced, he leads me up the hall and through the rumpus room. Opens an interior access door for the garage. It irks me, how at home he seems.

Caroline’s garage smells of damp dust and motor oil. Jai hits the wall switch and the fluorescent bulb ticks to life. Cardboard boxes marked ‘Greg’ stack neatly on the stained concrete floor, beside an unused lawn mower and whipper snipper. More boxes line the shelves.

Jai walks to the tool bench at the far end and turns, pacing like a boxer before the bell.

‘Do you want to start?’ I say.

‘Don’t you make this normal. Don’t you dare pretend this is just a fight. All I need to know from you is if our daughter is safe?’

‘She is. And I’m making sure it stays that way. For both of you.’

‘You’re going to kill people? Is that what that means?’

I stay mute.

‘I won’t let you. I’m going to the police.’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t already.’

‘They interviewed me. For hours.’

‘What did you say?’

From the expression on Jai’s face, I know he didn’t sell me out.

I must look touched because he glares. ‘I’m going to tell them everything. I’m doing it today.’ The magnitude of it comes rushing back. He buries his face in his hands. ‘I don’t even know how to begin processing this.’

‘Jai—’

‘I knew you did dark shit in the army. Of course I did. You twitch and whimper in your sleep. But this—’ He pulls at his hair.

I slide the bag across to him.

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s for you and Leena.’

‘Money? Fucking blood money? You haven’t heard anything I’ve said.’

‘I’m going to fix things. But if I can’t, there’s enough to get away.’

‘Get away where?’

‘There’s a phone in there too. It has my normal contacts but, if you need, call the one marked “Frank New Plumber” and ask for Sean. He’ll get new documents for you and Leena. He doesn’t do passports but has people in Adelaide who do, and he can get you to them.’

‘Jesus, do you hear yourself?’

‘I need something from you, though.’

Jai scoffs.

‘I need you to wait one more day before telling the police about me.’

‘You want more time to kill people?’ His hands jerk in front of him as if shaking me by the shoulders. ‘Do you not realise you are the danger? Edie was killed by these people—’ He stops, horrified. ‘Was the crash even an accident, or some kind of payback—’

‘An accident. Of course it was.’

‘You aren’t, though! You knew you were this monster the whole time. And you just stayed around us. Made our kids targets. If I had any balls, I’d—’

His fingers curl tight in the air. Then slacken. He tries to meet my eyes, before looking away.

In that moment, I realise what pisses him off most about the situation.

The murder and lying are betrayals, sure. But what’s worse – what really gets to Jai – is that our power dynamic has shifted.

Jai wears his Progressive Male identity splashed across his chest, like a superhero. Volunteering to be primary carer. Doing all the cooking and cleaning. First one to call out his mates’ toxic behaviour. First to cheerlead women’s causes.

But he needs people to know these are choices. He isn’t forced into them because he lacks traditional masculinity. Jai can barbecue, skol a beer and back a trailer with the best of them. It’s his choice to be better than other men. To elevate me, instead of himself. It is strength, not weakness, that keeps him from fulfilling the more ‘natural’ male role: domination.

Our whole marriage, Jai has been very conscious that within him is the power to injure me with his bare hands. The power, if pushed, to snap my neck like a twig.

Not that he’s restraining himself from assaulting me. Jai thinks men who hit women are pathetic cowards. And he’s worked very hard to make sure I don’t feel any such threat.

But he needs it to be recognised that he could be threatening. That he’s noble. Benevolent.

I’m watching him realise, in real-time, the threat was never his to make. That the reason I’m not afraid of him has nothing to do with his choices, his goodness, or my faith in his moral core.

I’m not afraid of Jai because, if it came down to it, he should fear me.

Cruellest of all, that meta, emotionally intelligent brain of his has processed his own reaction. It’s highlighting – J’accuse! – that these feelings prove he was never truly progressive at all. His superhero’s crest is held on by a flimsy paperclip. Beneath it, he’s no better than the rest of them.

And he knows that I know.

Jai snarls. His arm shoots towards the house. ‘That little girl should never have to know what you are.’

That, right there, is my last straw.

I’m tired, in pain, guilty and furious. I know I’m in the wrong. Obviously I am. But watching him reframe his bruised ego as protectiveness of Leena breaks me. I do the one thing I promised myself I never would.

I show Jai my benevolence.

‘You ever wonder why you didn’t hear from Nathan about your last freelancing gig?’

Jai frowns, looking for a trap.

‘Nathan the Accountant,’ I say. What was his full name? ‘Nathan Elton?’

‘He was my boss on a project before we left Madrid. How do you know Nathan?’

I wait until Jai gets it. His expression drops. It’s not like he was at peace with my past before, but at least my victims were anonymous. Black and white photos of strangers, with Xs on their eyes. Now he recognises a face.

‘Liv, no. Nathan wasn’t a bad guy. He had a wife. A daughter—’

‘And he drank and talked too much. He knew too many secrets to talk so much.’

‘So you killed him? And, what? You think I should feel better because it was someone I knew?’ His mind twists further. ‘Or should I be scared? Are you threatening me?’

‘That job was for two people.’

‘I don’t want to hear this shit, Liv. You are literally making me an accessory right now. Do you realise that?’

‘I was meant to kill Nathan, who oversaw accounts. And the IT guy, who set up the accounting system.’

He pauses again. His eyes narrow. ‘No.’ He says it like I’ve misremembered a detail: which bakery makes the good cronuts. ‘No, that’s not right.’

‘I was to look for you in the bar. If not there, your apartment. If not there, the apartment of the marketing manager from your old work. She wasn’t to be touched, unless it couldn’t be helped.’

The mention of Jai’s old fuck-buddy wrongfoots him a second and he looks away with embarrassment. He shakes this off, getting back on track. ‘I didn’t know anything. I never even saw any accounts.’

‘You had access. You might have seen them.’

‘Might? Might isn’t enough. Not to kill someone!’

‘The people I worked for did a lot worse, for a lot less.’

‘You mean you did a lot worse.’

‘Yes.’

‘So do you expect gratitude?’ He’s found his compass again. ‘I should owe you, because you didn’t murder me?’

‘You don’t owe me, Jai. I just thought it might add perspective.’

‘And you’ve held this over me the whole time? Our whole marriage you thought of me as some injured baby bird you saved?’

‘No.’

‘No?’ Regathering steam now. ‘But you did. You fucking did and you’re still doing it. You’re going to “fix things so we’re safe”.’ He kicks the bag. ‘Like I’m some babe in the woods, can’t take the real world.’

‘Would you prefer I told you what I’m going to do?’

‘I’d prefer you fucking vanished. I never want to see you again.’ Bitterness twists his expression. ‘I can’t even show you how pathetic you sound. Acting superior. It’s bullshit. You’re not above me, or anyone else. You’re not even above the pieces of shit who killed Edith. You are them.’

‘I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I didn’t come to argue. I just wanted to give you that and apologise—’

‘Then say sorry.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ve thought about all of this for a long time. And I’m also sorry if you find this patronising, but I understand the situation better than you—’

‘Fuck you.’

His reaction is understandable, but the words still stop me in my tracks. Fuck you isn’t in our marital vocabulary. When we argue, things can be fucked. A situation. The world. If it’s really bad the other person’s attitude or perspective can be a bit fucked up. Objects can be fucking for emphasis: the fucking phone/car/dishwasher. We can what the fuck? till the cows come home. But fuck you is a border crossing into new, hostile territory.

Fuck you is final.

I press through it. ‘I need to know that, if you hear I’m … gone, and a man named Leon Curtis isn’t, you’ll call Frank New Plumber. And you’ll leave. Don’t stay here. Don’t go home.’

‘Of course I’m leaving. You’ll never see us again.’

‘If that’s what it takes. Just promise me.’

‘Don’t act like you’re the rational one here. You put us in this.’

‘And I’m fixing it.’

‘Fuck you,’ he spits again. ‘Just fuck you, Olivia—’

‘Stop fighting!’

We turn to see Leena at the door. Little fists by her side. Face screwed up and cheeks red from straining. She starts to cry. ‘You have to stop fighting!’

The anger melts from Jai’s face and I see how exhausted he is. Ground down to a nub.

‘Oh, darling, come here.’ He moves past me, sweeps her up and hugs tightly, whispering in her ear. I reach for Leena to comfort her. Jai yanks her away. ‘Just leave.’

I lean purposefully past him and kiss her head. ‘Mummy has to go now, honey. I love you. So, so much.’

I walk out of Caroline’s house, holding back the tears until I reach Jessica Rabbit. Even then, I don’t let myself lose it until I start driving. I watch the odometer, allowing myself exactly three kilometres of crying.

Then I straighten up. And set my mind to the job ahead.





Chapter twenty-four

Dylan Curtis has a good heart. A soft heart. A heart that could get him killed.

The past weeks have aged him. He no longer has that spark of youth. Even his muscles have lost their definition, making his outline foggier. I never met the cocky, quote-unquote ‘Aussie larrikin’ from his social media, but that larrikin wouldn’t share a beer bong with this Dylan. This Dylan doesn’t smirk or strut. He’d never throw the camera a cheesy grin, backflip into a mate’s pool or motorboat a girl’s cleavage as she laughs. This Dylan twitches and fidgets. Pacing. Jumping at shadows. He sits on the back steps and smokes a lot of ice.

Someone, pass me a tissue.

Leon hasn’t been arrested, so the police can’t have worked their way down Vinh’s list yet. Leon’s fortifying his position, though. Prepping for a siege. He’s boarded up the windows of Connor’s house and stashed weapons at vantage points for the street and yard. Security cameras are mounted, front and rear. He still likes his time sitting on the verandah, however. Through binoculars I catch the reflection of his laptop screen in the window. The homepage for my PR consultancy splashed across it.

Leon. Sleuthing. Bless.

They’re too dug-in for my liking. And it’s a bad idea for any of us to stay in Railton. If Leon can’t see what’s good for him, I suppose I’ll have to be the responsible adult. And if, in the process, I create one more thing to keep him busy – rather than hunting Leena and Jai – all the better.

I creep up the side and roll out Dylan’s dirt bike.

When I arrive at Curly’s, the green Commodore is still parked in his driveway. With Curly awaiting trial for Connor’s murder, another grizzled bikie is housesitting. The guy doesn’t even look up from the television as I jimmy the car door, hotwire it and drive out.

The Apaches’ headquarters has all the architectural flair of a public toilet block. Grey cinder bricks on a squat single level. Blacked-out windows. A chicken-wire fence surrounds the perimeter, skirted with barbed wire. A large sign bears the Apache logo. (I wonder if they’ve discussed a name change in these politically sensitive times?)

Beyond the gates, a garage door is open, and a handful of brawny men have a barbecue going, stubbies in hand. Mutton Chops is with them, adding his two cents on when the guy with the tongs should turn each steak. The meat committee reaches consensus and the group heads inside to eat.

I find a spot up the street, on a nature strip facing the gate. I’ve crammed Dylan’s bike in the Commodore’s boot but couldn’t keep the rear wheel from poking out. It risked tricky questions from highway cops, but I was low on time and options.

I wait for an elderly woman in a muddy yellow Magna to putter past. When I dial, Leon picks up, already suspicious. ‘Yeah?’

‘Can you guess who this is?’

His voice dulls. ‘I dunno what kind of fucked-up specimen you are, darling, but I’m gonna look you in the eye when I put a drill through your kid’s brainstem.’

I lean in and touch the Commodore’s accelerator in neutral, revving the engine.

Leon says something in response, garbled and electronic. But I’ve pulled the phone from my ear and turned down the volume on his voice. I slip it up under the seat cover.

I’ve jammed the steering wheel with a rake and I give it a final check. I drop a brick on the accelerator. The motor screams.

Stretching my good arm out, to leave as little of my body in the car as possible, I flick the gearshift to D.

The car skips forward as if startled. Its closing door chomps at my hand as I whip my arm clear. The Commodore hops off the gutter, scraping the body kit and wobbling its wheels. It veers slightly but corrects, as if pulled by the nose. Its low profile, high spoiler and aggressive acceleration make it look like a shark, darting for the kill.

I was worried I’d get the angle too wide. That the Commodore would carom off the fence like a pool ball off a cushion, plough through some poor bastard’s living room. But it hits dead on. The chicken wire bursts, metal squares snapping and posts popping. The fence buckles and tears, the impact rippling up as a wave that swells over the Commodore.

Before the wave can break, the car crashes into the wall with a deep thud. The front end crumples, spraying glass, brick dust and rubble. The rear bucks as if thrashing its tail.

The engine dies. The dust settles.

The Commodore’s bonnet has compacted in furrows, like a Viennetta ice-cream cake. I’m glad I didn’t write my message there. These guys don’t need any further barriers to literacy. The boot is intact, though, making it easy to read the words scrawled in thick spray-paint: Connor says fuck you dogs. Not Shakespeare, but concise. A breadcrumb even they could follow.

A bull-chested man with sunglasses perched on his hat brim was taking a call outside when the car hit. He scampered away from the impact but now rushes back to inspect the crash. Others swarm too. Loud yells as they put the car and message together. I smile, imagining Leon craning his ear to decipher the situation. Realisation dawning.

As one, the Apaches look up the street, tracing the Commodore’s path.

My helmet and leathers hide my face and body. The jacket is loose around my chest, lending androgyny. Still, I don’t want to linger. I take off on the dirt bike, shifting through backstreets and cutting down behind a nearby house. I’ve vanished long before the Harleys rumble to life.

By the time I get back to Railton, Leon and Dylan are packing the HiLux. Leon throws clothes, guns and food in the tray, yelling at his younger brother to get his arse in gear. Dylan doesn’t need encouragement, just focus. Agitation forces him from point to point without accomplishing anything. He swears, moans and clutches at his hair, which only draws extra yelling from Leon and a cuff behind the ear. Dylan flinches more than these hits could hurt. A maltreated dog, anticipating the stick.

I sneak down the opposite side of the house and stash the dirt bike, helmet and leathers behind the water heater. The hiding place of someone in a hurry. The Curtis boys leave soon after.

Instead of clearing town, the HiLux loops around a few blocks and parks. Leon gets out. Dylan shakes his head, no, but Leon punches him in the mouth, hard and sharp. Shoves the .45 revolver in Dylan’s hands and pulls him onto the street.

They walk down a side alley and set up less than twenty metres from where I was watching earlier. Leon doesn’t take his eyes off the verandah. His thumb flicks back and forth over the sawn-off’s hammer.

The Apaches must have gone to the old house first, because it takes them another seventeen minutes to reach Connor’s place. The engines are audible from a long way off. The chorus grows louder, frenetic, as each machine jumps from low grumbles and sputters to an air-ripping roar, seemingly at random.

Four black and chrome motorbikes and a heavily tinted Range Rover streak up the road. One of the bikes stops down one end of the street. Another rushes past the house to park lengthways at the other end, forming a cordon. Each bike carries two men and, when the Rover parks, four more bikies get out. Mutton Chops and Tattoo-Brows are among them. Each man holds a pistol down by his thigh.

Dylan pulls at Leon to go, a toddler trying to get Mum’s attention. Leon’s thumb flicks faster across the shotgun’s hammer.

The bikies fan around the house, two heading for the back. Tattoo-Brows doesn’t wait for them to be in position before barrelling in and kicking the door. The hinges splinter askew on the first try. The second kick busts the door wide. The men jostle each other in their eagerness to get through the frame.

There are sounds of breakage inside. The boards on the front window are torn down and the glass smashed.

One of the bikies who flanked the house returns, wheeling Dylan’s dirt bike. When Mutton Chops sees that, he calls everyone out.

Mutton Chops disappears inside, re-emerging a moment later. Smoke curls out after him. He pauses to unzip his fly and piss through the open door. The men laugh.

Mutton Chops shakes off and waves everyone to their vehicles. They motor away as the orange glow inside the house builds. Dylan has already left. Running back to the car.

Leon stays to watch the flames take hold.





Chapter twenty-five

At first it seems like the Curtis boys are headed for Connor’s dad’s property, and I get very disappointed in Leon. Hiding out at one of the few places the Apaches know they regularly go. But Leon drives a few Ks past the entrance to Todd’s and turns off at another farm. Dylan opens a gate and the HiLux creeps along paddocks dotted with grazing cattle, making for a thick line of trees, bordering a gully, two paddocks over.

I can’t risk following them in the open so drive on a bit and park Jessica Rabbit behind a thick old pine, hidden from the road. Even walking the paddock might draw attention: cows shifting away from, or to, me. The next field over has better cover. It’s what Mum would call goat country. Steep hills, half-submerged boulders and thick purple pockets of Paterson’s curse.

Jolting over the uneven ground makes my arm ache and stings the graze on my thigh. I stick close to the rocks, one eye on the trail and the other looking out for snakes, the Curtises or a wandering farmer.

It’s late afternoon when I spot the HiLux parked under a scribbly gum by the gully’s lip. I sit among the tussocks and watch, chewing an artisanal muesli bar from my rations.

Dylan appears, pulling a tent bag from the ute’s tray, struggling with his injured shoulder. Leon is a few steps behind him, carrying an axe. For a moment I think he might cleave the thing through Dylan’s skull. But he moves past to a sapling a few rows down. Begins hacking at the young wood with deep, wet thwunks. Dylan pauses to watch.

The sapling snaps and falls. The bark and fibres stayed intact, however, and Leon’s forced to wrench and twist, swearing at it, holding the trunk with one hand and swinging the axe with the other. When he finally cuts through, he drags the sapling to the ute, drapes it over the cab to hide it, before starting on another tree. Dylan carts the tent down, stumbling on the incline.

I circle around and slip into the gully. Cross the thin creek. Climb the far side. I creep along until I reach their camp. Drop a knee in the dirt and watch some more.

They’ve set up by the water, a hundred metres from the HiLux. Edged under the bank so they’ll be hard to spot from that side. Dylan is assembling the tent, fixated on his work.

It takes him forty-five minutes to set the tent, lay a camping mattress and sleeping bag inside, and unfurl a swag on the ground in front. Leon came back twenty minutes ago, out of breath and streaming sweat. He’s got a fire going, rocks shielding it from view on the open side, and is on his third beer from the esky.

‘Think I might go for a walk,’ says Dylan.

Leon doesn’t look up, just glowers at the slow-moving creek. ‘Must be hanging for a fix by now, ay?’

Dylan looks away. ‘Nah, nothing like that. Just a walk, you know … I don’t have any, anyway,’ he adds.

‘You know they’re after us, don’t you? Bikies. Cops. Your whack-job mummy bitch. You get that much?’

‘Yeah, of course. Sorry. I’ll be careful.’

Leon sips. ‘Be doing me a favour, knocking you. But you’d only tell them I was here first, wouldn’t you?’

Dylan shuffles his feet. ‘So should I—’

‘Yeah, fuck off already.’

Dylan follows the creek down. It would be easier to go along the top, where the ground is flat, but he stays on the stony bank, staggering along, bleary-eyed. Three hundred metres from camp, he stops. Checks behind him. Fishes in his pocket and pulls out something in a closed fist, hunching over it. When he straightens, the glass pipe is at his lips and he’s lighting its bowl, puffing in gulps.

As the smoke drifts out, movement at the creek bend catches his attention.

If he’d stuck to the flats above, Dylan would have missed the old cow completely. She’s brown and white, with a patch of coarse, curly hair at her forehead. A Hereford. Mum grew up around cattle and it’s her favourite breed.

The animal has backed herself in beside a fallen, blackened tree trunk. Loops of fencing wire run around and around her neck. Someone must’ve left it out by accident and she’s stuck her head through while feeding, or out of simple dopiness. The loops have tightened over time, as she tried to get free, and the skin is rubbed raw. The sharp point of one end jabs into her cheek, centimetres below an eye wide with pain and fear. The distress has her frothing at the mouth and nostrils.

When she sees Dylan, the cow lows and tries to back up further, hitting the bank. Dylan’s eyes sweep the creek for her herd or a farmer. I duck back tighter into the bushes.

Seeing no one, Dylan shuffles closer. The old girl scrambles away, thumping into the dirt wall and sending dust pluming. He spreads his hands, cooing, ‘Shh, now. It’s okay, you’re okay. What have you done to yourself, hey?’

She calms. Dylan moves closer still, and though the cow watches warily, she doesn’t flee. For a second it seems she’ll let him touch her.

But as his hand nears the wire, she tosses her head and kicks out. Dylan leaps back as she crashes into the fallen trunk, snapping a branch hollowed by rot. She gallops away clumsily. Stops after a few lengths. Looks back.

‘I’m trying to help you.’

The cow stares vacantly. Dylan scans the creek again, as if an adult might appear to take this burden off his shoulders. With no one in sight, he pulls two long sticks from the mud. Stretching them out to widen his perimeter, he presses on, clicking his tongue and ticking each stick forward in turn, herding her towards a trail up the bank.

I follow, keeping to the trees.

Dylan knows the property well and clearly has experience with livestock, but it’s slow going. He tries to keep the cow to the fence-line to guide her more easily. She’s skittish, though, and, without a dog or motorbike, every time he circles ahead to open a gate, she bolts back the way they’ve come.

Each new setback makes Dylan swear, punch himself in the temple or cry. I get anxious just watching.

We’ve come a kilometre or more when the cow finally gets her rhythm, hurrying across the paddock at half a trot, wire loops jangling. Dylan’s relief is palpable.

Relief turns to anguish, however, as he realises she’s headed for a hole in the fence. Likely the same one she first escaped through. It’s too late to head her off and she stumbles through the gap, trundling back down to the creek.

Dylan drops to his knees and punches the soil. ‘Fucking please!’

His yell scatters a mob of kangaroos from some poplars beyond the fence. Dylan mashes his fist into his face and hair. He grabs a clump of dirt and hurls it.

A lone raven caws.

Dylan climbs to his feet. Following the cow down, he starts from scratch.

By the time they reach the stockyard, the sun has dipped below the hills, gilding the ridge in orange. The yard is functional but could be heritage listed. A large octagon, fenced with timber struts that are sun-bleached and furrowed with age. An old run leads to a rusty iron crush. A spotlight on the adjacent hayshed throws long shadows.

Dylan hesitates at the light’s edge. He urges the cow forward. ‘You’re okay, girl.’

She lows sceptically.

Dylan looks to the west. I’ve lost my bearings on the walk, but we can’t be more than a couple of Ks from Todd’s house now. Perhaps on a neighbour’s property or even a far corner of the farm itself. I can almost see the bloodthirsty bikies Dylan’s imagination has put in those deep shadows.

He takes another hit off his pipe, hiding the glow with his palm.

Steeling himself, Dylan enters the stockyard. The cow is used to him now – or has accepted her fate – and he gets her up the run without too much trouble. But when he closes the gate behind her, pinning her in the crush, she bashes against the close bars. Dylan strokes her temples and hushes her with whispers.

For all his worry about being discovered, he doesn’t rush. He wanders into the hayshed, phone-torch dancing in the window. He comes back with a pair of pliers. Carefully snips the wires around her neck, cooing and stroking the whole time. When she kicks or barges the sides he pauses, waits until she calms before continuing.

When the last coil clips free, Dylan throws the wire into a rusty forty-four gallon drum by the gate. He puts his cheek to hers, rolling with her as she tosses her head. He sobs for ten minutes straight.

After releasing the cow from the crush, and leaving fresh water and a wad of hay, Dylan makes his way back. It’s a clear night and the stars are sharply defined. He uses his torchlight, not even trying to hide the beam.

‘The fuck did you go?’ Leon says when he arrives. The campfire crackles and empties are strewn around.

‘Just, you know, thinking.’

‘Thinking.’ Leon shakes his head at the impossibility.

A long-handled shovel lies by him and he picks it up. Again, his body language gives the impression he might hit Dylan with it and be done. But he turns and struts off into the dark.

I don’t follow, less confident I can tail Leon without getting spotted. I crack a fresh bottle of gin and settle in to watch.

Dylan sleeps in the tent. Or lies down, at least. Leon returns, drops the shovel and stretches out by the fire, staring at the shifting coals. It’s clear from his fixed gaze, I’m not the only one making plans.

Leon nods off around beer thirteen. I’m another hour or so finishing up my work. By then it’s 3am and fatigue drags on my eyelids.

I need to be sharp for everything that will happen tomorrow, and I decide to trek back to Jessica. I’ll drive further down the highway and sleep a couple of hours.

The walk back is slow going. As well as babying my injuries, I have to keep my torch on the lowest setting, close to the ground and with my body between it and the creek, careful of the halo it casts.

It’s well-past four when I get back. Everything is tired. Everything hurts.

The night is dark. I’m exhausted, dizzy from pain and stretched thin by recent weeks. I’ve drunk more booze than I should have. So when I see Jessica, I’m relieved enough to let my guard down.

One minute too early.

The ground cover is lush, almost reaching the tyres. The crunch of my steps on gravel hides the whisper of his through the grass. The first thing I hear is the crackle of a single foot planting.

Before I can turn, something hard thumps the back of my head. I pitch forward into the door panel and crumple to the ground. The night swims. Starlight blurring. I paw blindly at Jessica. Try to pull myself under the chassis for cover. A hand drags me back by my waistband. I’m rolled over and a boot grinds into my face. Gritty, moulded-plastic crushing my nose and lips until I whimper.

The foot retracts and I look up at Leon. At the shotgun aimed point blank at my head.

‘You must be pleased with yourself, ay, love?’





Dylan

‘We’re gonna have fun, you and me.’

Leon punches the Mother, sending her head rocking back to smack the ground. The sound makes Dylan woozy. She’s bound hand and foot, and Leon has stuffed a rag in her mouth. It’s the one he uses for checking the HiLux’s oil, and she gags around the taste. Her eyes stray to the shotgun Leon’s laid beside her.

‘Oh, don’t you worry about misfires, honey. I found every bit of ammo you fucked with.’

Each panicked breath she gives cranks Dylan’s pulse up another notch. He’s so over the violence. Nerves worn to nothing. He isn’t through the worst of it, either. He knows that. Leon will take his time. He’s extra pissed because he specifically told Dylan to stay awake.

‘She’s out there right now. You realise that?’

Dylan didn’t mean to nod off. But awake and asleep aren’t decisions he makes anymore. They’re states he becomes aware of after the fact.

Leon left five missed calls in three minutes. When Dylan finally answered the ringing phone, his brother yelled at him to get the ute to the highway turn-off in the next five minutes, ‘Or I swear to God.’ Bring rope.

It was the first time in days Leon hadn’t told Dylan to bring a gun with him. Dylan tried not to read anything into that. Grabbed the revolver anyway. He had a quick few puffs, just to wake himself up. Then a few more to be extra sharp.

When Dylan arrived, Leon was kneeling on the Mother’s spine, grinding her face in the dirt. Each time she cried out, he’d punch her bullet wound. Dylan gave him the rope and Leon tied her up, pulling each knot until the cords bit in and she grunted.

Now, his brother speaks to her. Calmly letting her know the things he has planned. Letting her know she’ll bleed. She’ll scream.

The Mother is tough and, at first, she glares. But a couple of minutes with Leon and she’s like everyone else. Flinching, whimpering, breathless. A child.

‘Get her in the ute.’

Dylan drives as slow as he can without getting yelled at. He doesn’t want to return to the creek. It seems an unholy place now. The shallow water a breeding ground for dark forces. Leon figures out what he’s doing. ‘You want to be next?’

Dylan presses the accelerator.

The moment they stop, Leon flings the door open. Wrenches the Mother out by her hair. Yanks her this way and that. ‘You burn my fucken house?’

He throws her off the embankment. She rolls and tumbles, clunking on rocks, landing face-first in the creek. A mini avalanche of leaves and dirt pours with her. The water is only half a foot deep, but with her limbs bound she can’t keep her head up. She fights to raise her mouth and nose. Leon pushes her under. The water splashes and slops.

He hauls her out again, coughing, spluttering. He pulls her up the far side, marching her in front, dragging her when she won’t walk.

When Dylan realises they’re headed for the Theatre, his gut goes rancid.

This side of the creek, there are only a couple of scattered paddocks before the cliffs and scrub take over. A hundred metres from the bank, three tall boulders cluster together around a triangle of dirt, a few body-lengths wide. The cocky who owns the land had a son in Leon’s year and all of them – the son, Leon, Connor and Dylan – used to come here to drink as teenagers. Inside, the Theatre’s rock walls magnify noise. But an opening at the top shoots the echoes into the sky, so barely anything can be heard in the paddocks. They got to play music at full volume and no adults would complain.

Leon shoves the Mother inside, bouncing her off the rough rocks. Moonlight streams through the hole and onto a space Leon has cleared.

He’s prepared well. An old tarp lies on the ground. Knives, tools, drain-cleaner crystals, bleach. All neatly arranged. Leon liking to go where the inspiration takes him. He scares Dylan on any day, but he’s had time to stew over the Mother.

He hits her again and Dylan recoils. Is he meant to just sit there and watch? He can’t take that. His brain feels raw, like a skinned knee.

He looks away from the tools. Away from the Mother’s pain. His gaze falls to the back of the Theatre. To a spot where the moonlight can’t reach. He wants to look at nothing.

But the holes he sees there aren’t nothing. They’re most definitely a something.

He’s mixing things up again, right? Has to be. The drugs and this fucking head of his, playing tricks on him.

He looks at the nightmarish implements on the tarp. At Leon all but licking his lips in anticipation. Still using his hands on the Mother. Fists. Fingers. Like the tools are too impersonal for now. Preferring to feel it, skin on skin.

When Dylan checks the spot at the back again, he knows he’s not mixing things up. When he lets himself believe the holes are really there – lets himself believe what they mean – the knowledge sits in his belly like a stone.

It’s not the first grave that terrifies him. Dirt piled up around it, freshly dug in the darkness. Leon has to put the Mother somewhere once he’s done.

It’s the second grave – identical in length and depth – dug right beside it.

Dylan backs away from Leon. Stumbles on the uneven ground. He keeps his eyes on his brother. Has to keep him in front. Dylan hits the rock wall. Panic jolts through him. He fumbles to draw the .45.

Leon is so focused on the Mother, it takes him a moment to notice. When he does though, his rage is instantaneous. ‘The fuck are you doing?’

‘Stay over there.’

‘Put it down, Dylan.’

‘Nah, bullshit. You’re gonna kill me.’

‘What are you babbling about now, you useless, druggo cunt?’ Leon kicks the Mother’s legs out, sending her crashing to the ground.

He advances on Dylan, the shotgun dangling. Dylan jabs the revolver as if fending him off. ‘You think I’m stupid?’ He points at the corner. ‘Two graves, Lee. Why do you need two? Who are they for?’

Leon turns to look. As he turns back, his index finger whips up, the movement making Dylan flinch. ‘I dug one grave. She must’ve done the other one. Cos even she can see that’s all it takes to confuse your piss-weak mind!’

The Mother groans. Rolls onto her side to take weight off her useless wounded shoulder. Blood seeps down her torso. She’s sobbing with the pain.

Dylan waggles the gun between the two of them. ‘Her arm’s fucked! She couldn’t dig.’

Leon spins to look at her. He spins back. ‘You dumb-shit—’

As he moves, the shotgun lifts. Maybe he’s going to shoot. Maybe it’s just inertia.

Dylan pulls the trigger.





Chapter twenty-six

The crack of the revolver fills the cave. Its echo leaps from rock to rock, like auditory parkour.

The shotgun clicks.

Leon’s free hand goes to his sternum. A dark flower blooms on his t-shirt. The blood flows out of him until it soaks the cotton and leaks between his fingers. He reaches out, as if groping for a railing to stabilise himself. His hand meets thin air, and he stumbles—

But he catches himself. Stays upright.

Through sheer determination, Leon lifts the shotgun. Aims at Dylan’s chest. He pulls back the hammer, forehead knitting with the effort. Lips dribbling spit as he tries to speak. Sputtering forceful consonants.

Dylan has him at point blank range. Could finish the job anytime. But he doesn’t fire. He looks paler than his blood-drained brother.

Grunting with the effort, Leon pulls the trigger again.

Click.

As if this disappointment was the final straw, Leon drops to his knees. Momentum carries him forward and he lands on his head, neck folding. His face is turned awkwardly back to me. His chest rasps. Each breath comes accompanied by an animal moan. His eyes burn with hatred. With outrage. Denial.

Then these snuff too.

Leon’s face goes slack. His chest falls still.

It’s quiet in the cave.

The fear leaves my body in a rush. Relief floods into the gaps. My face feels three sizes too big, I’ve banged my knee, lost two teeth and more than one rib is cracked. But at least there won’t be new pain. I don’t have to worry what Leon will do to me, given all those toys, a captive audience and time to work. I’m almost done.

Almost. Don’t pop the champagne yet.

Dylan drops the revolver in the dirt. I expect him to break down, but he’s more in shock than anything. Skin pallid. Fingers trembling.

He turns, as if remembering I’m there. I try to work the rag free and speak. All I get is more of that taste, like licking a tractor.

‘You’re going to kill me. Aren’t you?’

I pause. Shake my head.

‘Yes, you are. But that’s okay.’ Dylan takes a shaky inward breath.

He walks over to Leon and prises the shotgun from his dead grip. Aiming it at the ground, he pulls the trigger. Click.

The firing pin doesn’t strike. It can’t. Not from where I’ve thrown it, way out in the scrub.

Dylan makes a sound. Half-sob, half-cough. ‘Fucking hell, Leon. God. Fuck me.’ On each word he smacks his temple with the heel of his hand. He shakes his head. ‘You dug the graves, didn’t you?’ he says to me. ‘Or just one of them, maybe.’

Part of me wants to leave him wondering. But I also want credit for matching Leon’s work, one-handed. I hate digging even more than fucking gardening.

Dylan wipes his face with his arm. ‘Doesn’t matter.’

He grabs hold of Leon’s legs. Sniffling and grunting, he drags his brother to the nearest hole and tips him in. The shovel lies beside him, but it seems beyond Dylan to pick it up. He drops to his knees and uses his forearms to bulldoze loose soil over the body. He gives up with the job a quarter done.

Leon’s face and half his torso are still uncovered. The cold eyes stare.

Dylan looks towards the opening. To the field beyond the thin entry gap in the rocks.

He could bolt? It’ll take me a couple of minutes at least to wriggle to one of Leon’s knives and cut myself free. By that time, Dylan will have reached the HiLux. The only vehicle for miles. He’d be home free.

‘I’m sorry.’ He looks at me imploringly. ‘About what I did to your girl.’ The tears are flowing again. I have no idea where he gets them all. ‘Just … really sorry.’

When I don’t respond, he nods to himself.

‘Don’t make it hurt, though. Please? I won’t run or anything, but can you please not make it hurt?’

Shaking, he picks a knife from among Leon’s torture tools. He lifts me onto my good side and – gently, careful to avoid my injuries – sits me up and saws through the ropes.

As the binds fall away, the blood rushes back to my extremities. A feeling like I’m diving into a deep, cold pool. I pull the gag from my mouth and clamber to all fours.

Dylan shields himself from the coming violence, lifting his hands but keeping his elbows tight to his body, like T-rex arms. He’s already hyperventilating.

Someone else might feel sorry for him. Thinking he’s suffered enough. But anyone who feels pity for Dylan Curtis never felt Edith’s little hand leave theirs, as she was whipped away.

‘Give me your phone.’

He frowns, confused. Seems more bothered by this request than me murdering him. The youth of today.

I don’t repeat myself and, after a moment, he gives it up. I unlock it with his face and step outside.

The paddock feels gigantic after that close cave. I suck a deep breath of dawn-cool air.

I hook up a micro-SD reader and download the photos. When it’s done, I bury the reader deep in the soil, under a fresh cow pat. Throw the tiny card into the creek.

I re-enter the cave. Dylan hasn’t moved. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says again.

I hand him the phone and pick up the revolver. ‘Open your photos.’

After hesitating, he complies. Swipes through the new images.

On-screen, a middle-aged couple sits on a beach, cheersing the camera. A group of twenty-somethings hug at a park. An old woman wears the paper hat from a Christmas cracker. Cathy Chandler takes a selfie before a night out. Gaz Dunne poses in the Facebook photo where I first spotted Dylan.

I walk past Dylan and place the .45 down, outside the open grave. Step into the hole.

‘Now. You’re going to pick up that gun. And you’re going to shoot me in the head.’

Dylan frowns. He shakes his head. Not out of disobedience, more like I haven’t spoken English. ‘What?’

‘Pick it up, put the barrel between my eyes and pull the trigger.’

‘I’m not gonna do that.’ He takes a backwards step, towards the opening.

‘If you leave, I start making house calls today. Your parents. Cousins. Cute little Cathy. Your grandmother. I will kill everyone you love.’

He glances at Leon’s body, wondering if the demon that possessed his brother has jumped hosts.

‘Dylan, one thing should be clear, after everything that’s happened: I am someone who follows through.’

‘You can’t, though. Why would you do that?’

‘You know why.’

‘I don’t. Just kill me.’ Saying it aloud makes it feel like fresh inspiration. ‘You can just kill me!’

‘I wanted that before. This is better.’

‘Why?’

‘You’ve asked that.’

‘I don’t know, though.’

‘Because I want your soul, Dylan. I want to damn you, up to and beyond your last breath. You feel guilty right now. Killing Edith maybe broke you a little. But over time, you might remind yourself it was an accident. That you weren’t trying to hurt her.’

‘I wasn’t—’

‘You could learn to forgive yourself,’ I say over him. ‘Just like you feel bad for killing your brother. God knows why. But you feel bad: now. Eventually, you could write that one off too. It was self-defence, or me manipulating you. A reaction in the moment. Instinct.’

‘I—’

‘But when you shoot me, you’ll look me in the eyes. I’ll be empty- handed, on my knees. You’ll aim carefully, and shoot me dead. In cold blood. Somebody’s wife. Somebody’s mother … And that’s the bit I want you to remember. That you’re killing someone whose only wish was to protect her family.’

He’s going to vomit. ‘But why?’

‘I swear, if you ask why again, I’ll kill one of them on principle.’

‘You can be with your family, though. I won’t touch them.’

‘Oh, I know you won’t.’ The drop in my voice widens his eyes. ‘You can be assured I have backups in place for if anything happens to anyone I love.’

‘But I … I, um …’ He tries to think of more questions. Ways to stall.

‘Pick it up!’

He flinches. Shakes his head. ‘I can’t.’

‘Look at their faces, Dylan. You’re killing them.’

As if having no free will left, he obeys, studying his screen.

‘Five. Four. Three. Two—’

He drops the phone and rushes forward. Picks up the .45. Instead of holding the handle, he cradles it in both palms, like an offering. He stares at it. Swallows.

‘I think maybe there’s a little voice in your head, telling you to use that on yourself. So let me silence it right now. Because that voice would get your entire family killed. And during every second of the pain they experienced – before I let them die – I’d make sure they knew it was your choice for it to be this way. Even after I’m gone, the same people who are protecting my family will be watching you. Ensuring you live a long, accident-free life.’

Dylan holds out the gun. ‘Please.’

‘You deserve this. You know you do.’

‘But it’s … cruel.’

I clutch the leg of my jeans to keep from punching him. ‘You think I care about cruel? To you? You think I wouldn’t skin you alive to get another second with her?’

‘Be with the other one, then! You don’t have to … be here.’

He’s so desperate. So sure. It actually shakes me a moment.

Could I go home? Creep back through the door, as my family is waking up? Climb into their sleep-warmed beds and hug them. Apologise. Apologise. Apologise. Beg forgiveness. Convince them. Then lock away the experience and move on. Quit my job, home-school Leena, buy all our food and goods online.

We’d never have to leave the house again.

‘Just go back,’ Dylan says. ‘Why not?’

The selfish prick.

‘Shoot me,’ I say.

I’m not about to explain myself. Not to Dylan. I’m not going to tell him I can’t go back. That he’ll be doing my family a favour.

Combined, Jai, Leena and Edith were good enough to counteract my evil. But removing one of them has upset our chemical balance. Raised our acid levels too high. My concentrated wickedness has sucked away our family’s happiness, like a black hole swallows light. Getting me out of the picture will allow Jai and Leena to thrive again.

And for me? I’ll be done.

There’s no hope of seeing Edith again, of course. If there really is an afterlife, she and I won’t occupy the same section. But if there isn’t – if there’s truly nothing – it’ll all be over. I can stop picturing her, scrunching her face as she asks where the sky stops, why the air in front of us isn’t blue. Stop remembering the way, when she found bugs on hot concrete, she’d coax them onto her palms and run to the nearest shade to release them. I won’t have to think of the times she’d drift off next to me on the couch, her little hand reaching out to rest on my stomach, arm or boob. Like I was her security blanket.

I won’t have to miss her anymore.

I’d never tell Dylan this. It would only make things easier on him.

‘Do it now, Dylan. Shoot me.’

He still isn’t moving.

‘Joseph and Angela Curtis, fifteen Viewpoint Avenue, Railton. Denise Thames, one hundred and thirty-one Fischer Road, Warrandyte. Cathy Chandler, unit three—’

‘Stop it.’ He points the gun at me.

Slowly, I get down on my knees.

Dylan shakes his head again. ‘I can’t.’

‘You don’t have a choice. But later, I really hope you’ll wonder if that was true.’

He swallows again.

As his finger rests on the trigger, I allow myself a moment. I look up at the morning-grey sky. The birds are chirping as they stir from sleep. Grasshoppers click and, fainter, the creek gurgles.

Leena and Jai are safe. As safe as I can make them, anyway. In an ideal world, my death would end Dante’s vendetta against me. He’d have no need to hurt them, since I’ll be beyond punishment.

But ours is not an ideal world. And Dante doesn’t half-arse revenge. He’ll keep going until they’re dead. Out of principle.

What I didn’t tell Jai is that I already called Frank New Plumber. Jai and Leena are currently under well-paid, well-armed surveillance. Fresh identities are being made and, when I’m dead, when the dust has settled, they’ll be whisked away. Out of Dante’s reach. Away from the chaos I’ve left.

They’ll have a new start. A clean slate.

Jai will hate me even more, of course. But that’s fair. I can rest, safe in the knowledge my death has meaning. A purpose.

I stare past the revolver, into Dylan’s eyes. Expectant. Give him my best lamb-to-the-slaughter impression.

The look on his face is pure horror. It feels like I’m gazing into his future. Seeing the life he’ll lead from here. Haunted. Trapped in claustrophobic despair.

It’s wonderfully bleak.

The combination of my intense focus and our deep, personal connection, might explain why I see Dylan’s change of heart coming. I actually watch the decision to fuck me over whir into his mind. One moment he’s agonising over his plight. Desperate for a way out. The next, an acceptance washes over him. A deep calm.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

Dylan turns the gun around. Puts it to his temple.

And calls my bluff.

As he pulls the trigger, my heart backflips. His arm drops limply, and the revolver falls to the dirt.

I freeze in the act of reaching for him. One leg planted on level ground. Arm outstretched. My careful plans dropping in front of me like loose wool.

Dread warps the moment, stretching it into an eternity. My own little slice of purgatory.

Because what do I do now?

I didn’t factor this in as a possibility. Either Leon or Dylan would kill me. There was no plan C. I haven’t budgeted energy for the return journey and, anyway, the route back is just a series of burnt bridges. And at the end of them, what? Back where I started, all those years ago. No family, just a stack of fresh bodies on my conscience.

Maybe I could drown myself in the creek? Frame Leon for it? At least then I’d be part of something. When people talk about these events, they’d include Edith and me in the same trail of violence. Bookends on the slaughter.

But is it even physically possible to drown yourself in such shallow water? Or will my innate survival instincts kick in? Lungs inflating with the sheer will to live, rolling me over.

What other choice is there?

What the fuck now?

I’ve fallen so far into my existential K-hole, it takes a moment to register that the revolver clicked, rather than banged. That Dylan is still standing upright.

He opens his eyes and looks down at the .45 on the ground. He seems more shocked than me.

In that instant, we both realise what happened.

Dylan goes for the gun, but I get there first, swatting it away. He turns to run and I launch myself out of the grave. I tackle his leg. My left arm still works, but the right flops like a pool floaty. I drive my shoulder behind Dylan’s knee, dropping him to all fours. He rises again. Kicks me in the face with his free foot. Starbursts flash in my eyes, but I cling desperately to his calf. Twist the ankle to force him onto his side.

I drag myself up his body like a boa constrictor, pinning him, joint by joint. Dylan only has one good arm too, but even in his sickly state he’s younger, fitter, stronger. And terrified. He kicks and tosses. It’s like trying to hug a bag of cats.

I fling my good arm around his neck, haul myself to his back and sink in a choke. I can’t use the other arm to lock it up. The pain is horrific. My wound pumps lava.

Through sheer crazed strength, Dylan raises up and drops again, slamming me against the ground. It winds me and I almost lose my grip.

But I readjust, grabbing his shirt and angling my shoulder against his neck. He flails backwards, punching me awkwardly. The first punch hurts. The second is weaker. The third is a newborn puppy, pawing my cheek. Dylan coughs and snorts as his face turns red. His body goes limp and he falls unconscious.

I release him, rolling him to the floor. He snores the deep, grandpa snores of someone choked out.

I crawl to the revolver and open the cylinder. I spin it, letting the cartridge slide into my palm.

There’s a dimple in the casing where the hammer struck. Yet the primer didn’t ignite. That’s exactly what I planned to happen with the rounds I doctored. But Leon said he found all those? Besides, I never touched this gun.

There are other explanations.

Maybe Leon didn’t realise I tampered with the spare .45 cartridges in the box too?

Or maybe he put the dodgy rounds aside, but high-as-a-kite Dylan loaded them in the revolver by accident?

Or maybe Leon really didn’t trust his brother, and he put these in the gun to have the drop on him?

None of these explains how the first round fired and killed Leon, though.

Of course, it’s also possible this was a genuine misfire. They happen all the time. A faulty cartridge, or the hammer hitting it wrong. Without taking it apart I can’t tell what kind of condition the primer is in.

Honestly, though, none of that concerns me. What I can’t get past – what I’ll likely never stop wondering – is what I would have done if the same thing had happened when Dylan tried to shoot me.

How would I have reacted if I’d watched his finger squeeze the trigger, but the bullet never came? Expected a cut to black then … click.

Surely there would be only one conclusion I could draw? I would have to see this event, too, as divine intervention. The Gods, sparing me.

And what, I wonder, would I have done with that information?

Would it be a spiritual turning point in my life? Would I reinvent myself as one of those people at Takunda’s temple? Perhaps I’d return to my Christian roots, only with renewed faith. Swallow the Bible, literal and unexamined. Would I believe in miracles? Find a new appreciation for the transcendent? Would I look upon the intractable beauty of existence and think—

Dylan coughs and groans, coming around. He blinks at me, slowly putting the events back together. His eyes spring wide.

As he struggles to rise, I hook his neck and lock up a guillotine choke, squeezing until he goes back to sleep.

All these questions are simple navel-gazing anyway. It’s Dylan who was saved.

I brush myself off. Pick up the cartridge and study it again. I consider taking it with me. A talisman, to remind me of … what? Something significant.

But if the primer is still in there, undischarged ammo is extremely dangerous. Prone to go off at any time. Risking my life by hanging it around my neck seems an odd reaction to this stay of execution.

I wipe the round clean of fingerprints, carefully. Slip it back in the revolver and wipe that off too, along with Dylan’s phone and the shovel.

I wander back out towards the creek.





Chapter twenty-seven

I put every ounce of remaining strength into my return. The blood and fingerprints coating Jessica Rabbit’s interior contradict the story I plan to tell and so, after a sombre farewell, I set her on fire. She looks like a giant flaming lipstick.

I gun the HiLux full speed to the Railton police station. Make myself hyperventilate over the last stretch. Screech into a park and throw myself against the bay windows, startling the rookie behind the desk. I gasp out the key points: Kidnapped; escape; murderer; help! It strengthens my case that I look like spoiled meat.

Weaving the full tale later, at the hospital, is trickier. I can’t know what Ness and Jai have told the cops, if anything. No one handcuffs me, which is reassuring. But I’m forced to recount the events multiple times for the new homicide detectives: a middle-aged blonde woman with tired eyes, and a thin man whose expression is steely in my peripheries but switches to a kind smile every time I look at him, like his sympathy is on a sensor. I can’t tell if they keep asking because they want to catch me changing details or lock me into a lie they can easily disprove.

‘And that was when the assailant shot Detective Senior Sergeant Vinh and Constable Cunningham?’ says Sleepy Eyes.

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t know who this man was?’

‘Wasn’t he part of Leon’s “crew”, or whatever?’

‘We’re exploring the possibility he wasn’t.’

‘Really?’

‘He was a Spanish national, actually,’ The Auto-Sympathy 5000 chimes in. ‘You lived there quite a while, didn’t you?’

‘Years ago. You think that’s connected?’

‘We’re looking into it.’

I get the sense they’ve joined some of the dots, but somewhere, back at HQ, there’s a whiteboard with a lot of arrows pointing to question marks.

The Spaniard, at least, will remain a mystery. Terribly, it seems Dante has been as good as his word about taking care of loose ends in Madrid. Anyway, it doesn’t come up.

‘So Mr Curtis forced you to drive your car to Bass Falls?’ says Sleepy. ‘Where you’d asked Takunda Moyo to take your family, to protect them?’

‘No, I just asked Takunda to help. I didn’t know he’d taken them to the Falls until Leon made me drive there.’

‘Whereupon Mr Moyo shot the Spanish man and Leon shot Mr Moyo?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why ask Mr Moyo for help?’

‘Takunda and I have been friends for years. He’s a big … Shit. Sorry. It’s just all so hard to believe. Takunda was a big guy. And he had military experience—’

‘Which you also have.’

‘Sure. Though I mostly worked on communication systems. Takunda had experience, you know? He was in it. When the threats to my family came – the ones I told Detective Vinh about – I asked Takunda to take Jai and Leena somewhere safe. But Leon already knew they were there.’ I hit them with my wide-eyed astonishment.

‘You think he was following them?’

‘Maybe. But how could he have done that and be at the same place Detective Vinh and I were?’

‘We wondered the same thing.’

‘Is it possible there was someone else helping him?’ Sympathy offers. ‘Someone you didn’t see?’

Top-notch deduction. Just stellar police work. ‘Not that I saw but … maybe?’

‘And your husband just left you behind like that?’

A curveball from Sleepy. Pretty gender-normie line of questioning too. ‘It was chaos. Everyone shooting. I think Jai was actually going after them, sacrificing himself to help me get away, you know? But then they fired at Leena and …’

‘Ah.’

I don’t need to know everyone’s piece of the lie, just my own. After all, I was scared. Traumatised. Is that when Mr Curtis brought you to the farm? They put a bag on my head. Thought they took me to a house but could have been a farm. Locked in a room with blacked-out windows. Then we drove somewhere. Sounded bushy. Maybe that was the farm? I thought I heard Leon talking to someone else but can’t be sure. He beat me constantly. In and out of consciousness. Thought I was going to die. The last time I woke up I was in a grave. Leon dead beside me.

So fucking scary.

It’s obvious they aren’t swallowing it wholesale. Either the plot holes are self-evident or someone has given them a more credible version. CCTV could have caught me a hundred places. For all I know they have Dylan in the next ward.

I wonder what happened to Dylan. If the Apaches got him. If not, I hope my lies about having people watching him stick. I’ve read that suicidality comes in waves. In the worst, most intense time, everything seems hopeless. But if people can just get themselves past that peak, they’re often able to think clearer. Get some perspective, away from the pain. So long as he’s out of my life, I’ll leave him be. Not forgiven, but forgotten. Who am I to argue with fate?

I keep expecting Fitz to burst in and choke me. I’ve already prepared my reaction as he’s dragged off. Shock at the accusation, fading to pity. I’ll be quick to assure everyone that No, of course I don’t take it personally. Fitz was clearly lashing out because he misses his friend. And I understand grief better than most.

I do feel guilty about Vinh. And Lara. And Takunda. And the people in Madrid.

None of them had to die.

The only person I tell the real story to is Jai. I’m in hospital three days. Blood tests, MRI, the works. I’ll have problems with the fingers on my right hand the rest of my life, but otherwise I’ll heal. Mum and Dad have flown back down and they visit four times, fussing over me and lauding my toughness respectively. Jai only comes the once. He doesn’t yell, but an angry aura surrounds him like static electricity, ready to shock me if I get too close. He’s been obsessing over every detail. Running his cost-benefit analysis on us.

I talk him through sweeping the room for bugs before I tell him everything, go to woah. I do him the courtesy of not asking if he’s wearing a wire. Marriages require trust.

When I’m done, he gets up and walks out. I have no idea where we stand. He left Leena at home.

I’m not too worried if the cops don’t believe me. Without my cooperation, they might get me on a few things, but that whiteboard will never be complete. The truth is too convoluted. Even Jai had a hard time following, and he was there for a lot of it.

In any case, it’s not like I murdered anyone. Not personally. The only time I even pulled a trigger was to shoot a window. This minor vandalism aside – and, I suppose, some breaking and entering, light arson, drug possession, car theft, assault and traffic offences – I’ve mostly been present for crimes. Murder-adjacent. How would that story play in the papers?

‘Suburban Mum Goes on Serial-Witness Spree’.

The police have their killers. They have some killers, anyway. They can take this easy win. Or they can try their luck undoing a series of knots even I’d get tangled in. All with the hope that, at the end of it, they’ll have the privilege of publicly accusing a grieving mother.

This, I decide, is the true test of the broken bullet. Placing my faith in the apathy of bureaucrats.

~

Jai and Leena are home the night the police drop me off. I sweep her up in my good arm and hug her long past when she giggles and squirms away.

‘Mummy, can you stay now?’

A complete sentence. A communicated need. I could weep.

‘Remember what we talked about?’ Jai says to her.

Before I can ask what that means, there’s a knock at the door. My nerves jangle. I usher Leena to the playroom. Tell Jai to follow. He shakes his head, immovable.

When I peek through the blinds, there are no flak-jacketed assassins bearing Uzis. Instead, Detective Fitz stands there, wearing mum jeans and a pale fleece hoodie, pilled from over-washing. He has four-day stubble and swats at the mosquitos drawn by our security light, as if marking each one for retribution.

I glance at Jai, unsure if he’ll sell me out. Unsure if he called Fitz. 

I open up.

Seeing me, Fitz sneers. ‘You know, I thought about sneaking around. Gathering a case. Really working it. But I reckon that gives you too much credit. You’re like every other dumb, psycho piece of shit I’ve ever met. So you’re going to fuck up, like every other dumb, psycho piece of shit I’ve ever met. I prefer you know I’m around, and you can shit yourself every minute till I catch you. Because when I do, I’m gonna put you in a dark hole, full of real monsters. Monsters I’ll spend time earning favours with.’

I nod pensively. ‘I’m so sorry about Trung, Detective Fitz. He was a good man.’

Fitz scoffs. Looks behind him, as if proof of my guilt might shake from the hydrangeas. When he turns back, he addresses Jai. ‘Still haven’t decided where you sit in all this, mate. Maybe it’s just normal for your lot, though, ay? Our first-grade cricket team did Delhi once, so I know how it goes. Couple of bucks buys a lot of forgiveness.’ He gestures at our house as if it’s a sprawling mansion.

Jai grimaces. Sighs wearily. ‘I’m hearing a lot of insults and threats of harassment here, but no charges. And you’re dressed very casually for an official visit.’

I fight to keep the grin from my face. Teamwork! Soli-bloody-darity!

Fitz smirks. ‘Harassment, is it? That what you want?’

He leans inside. Keeping his eyes on us, Fitz hawks and spits on our bare floorboards. He turns and walks back up the path.

I shut the door. Vinh was right. I’m used to being underestimated. If Fitz won’t give me credit, I won’t worry about Fitz.

Jai pulls a tissue from the mini-pack he keeps on hand for sticky fingers and runny noses. He bends down and wipes up the foamy yellow globule. Fitz is not a healthy man.

‘I’ll get dinner on,’ Jai says. He moves to walk down the hall—

‘Are we okay?’

Jai stops. Turns. He sighs again and shakes his head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Is there something I can do?’

He ruminates on the question, weighing my pros and cons. After a long moment, he says, ‘I did see the accounts.’

I must look confused, because he adds, ‘The ones for your, um, bosses. The gangster guys in Madrid. When I was setting up the system, I saw them … You were right about Nathan, he bragged about all of it. Told me how he hid money for them. Even told me their names, not that I can remember. I actually thought it was cool. My Goodfellas moment.’

He gives me a look like he can’t fathom being this naïve.

‘I never told you, because I thought you’d think I was a hypocrite for not reporting it. You believe that?’

I don’t risk a laugh.

‘Is it done?’ he says. ‘Is she safe?’

‘Just a few phone calls left.’

Jai nods. ‘I think—’ He sucks his teeth. ‘I think I can be fine with any role I have to play, Liv. So long as we’re a team. I’ll bake the cookies, if you squash the spiders.’

I nod, short and sharp. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay.’

~

The phone rings many times before he picks up. His voice is cautious. People don’t call direct. ‘Sí?’

‘I have information you should hear.’

‘Annaliese, my darling. A fun surprise.’ He sounds like he’s talking through sunburn.

‘Ten minutes ago, I sent generous sums of money to certain people. People I only knew by reputation, but whom you see every day. These payments will continue in regular, automatic instalments, and for the rest of my life, these people you see every day will get a little richer, without doing any work. However’—whipping my finger up, as if he might hear the wind— ‘I’ve set things up so that, should anything happen to me or my family, the first of these people to kill you will become extremely wealthy.’

Silence.

‘Do you need me to repeat myself?’

‘These jokes don’t suit you, my darling. I don’t think you have assassins. You were never able to lie to me.’

‘I’m telling you to forget I exist or wake up to something very sharp, in a place sharp things shouldn’t go.’

Thinking. Resolving. ‘No. I don’t believe it. You don’t have the connections or money for this.’

‘Your life is cheaper than you think. You know, I didn’t even have to pay to get this number?’

‘Now I know you are lying.’

‘I’m sure your friend told you how I live, before I killed him. Boring house. Boring cars. I earn more than enough from my legitimate business to cover them. In fact, my biggest difficulty is hiding the money I have. You’re doing me a favour, giving me this project.’

‘My darling—’

‘Plus, I’ve only got one person trying to kill me. I can allocate my resources accordingly. Can you say the same?’

I linger on the phone, finally able to enjoy one of his silences.

‘Goodbye, Dante.’ I hang up.

The thing about surrounding yourself with violent people is you grow to assume everyone is like that. That every person you pass on the street is just one step away from committing horrible acts. The driver, honking at you in traffic? Would happily mow you down. That waiter you were rude to? Pictures dunking your hands in the restaurant’s deep fryer, just to watch you scream. Anyone who looks at you a second too long is visualising your gruesome death.

And when a violent person goes looking for violence, they’re guaranteed to find it. Because the only way they know how to search is by starting a fight. Eventually you’re no longer looking for assassins, you’re creating them. And that bitter taste in your coffee is exactly what you think. And those bumps in the night really are footsteps.

All it takes to get the ball rolling is suspicion. True or not, it doesn’t matter. Paranoia will take your worries and manifest a storm out of clear blue sky.

With the right rumour, you can start a coup d’état from a world away.

~

I walk onto the back deck and look out over our dark yard. Paint is peeling off the old metal railing and I dig at it with my thumbnail, flaking off chips.

The screen door bangs and Jai pads up behind me. ‘I thought we could watch a movie once Leena goes to bed. I’ve had my eye on this super-grim drama that’s meant to be the least problematic of last year’s Best Picture nominees.’

‘Uh huh.’

He stands next to me. His hand almost touches mine on the railing. ‘What are you thinking about out here?’

‘Honestly? Bullets.’

I’m not sure if this is too much, too soon for our newly instated policy: The truth, the whole truth et cetera. But Jai just nods. He stands with me, watching the garden.

‘I’m ready to come in soon, though.’

He nods again, taking the hint I want time alone. ‘Whatever you need.’ He touches my arm, a gesture bordering on affectionate. The first signs of a thaw?

As he walks back inside, I return to the paint on the railing.

I dig at a spot on the underside, working blindly, both to test myself and remain engaged in the task. To stay present. When I finish, I bend down and crane my neck to inspect my handiwork.

I straighten and look out over the yard again. I’m motionless long enough that the security light ticks off, and the deck goes dark. Leaves rustle, gentle with the wind and erratic where possums scuttle over branches. The Hills’ early autumn cool is settling in and it’s getting chilly. I can hear Jai in the kitchen, taking Leena through his recipe for spicy pork sausage penne.

I turn and head in to join them, leaving a single word carved on the bar. In a spot you’d have to sit down, or be very little, to see. The name of a girl, who will always be there.

One last secret, I’ll allow myself to keep.
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