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‘I’ve got to get out of that house.’ Janey looked almost small, walking past these angled girders. It was all freezing wind and iron up here, and rinsed blue sky. The water below was opaque, with ferries gliding on it, and a single brave white sail.

‘Grim, is it?’ said Chloe, digging in her backsack for a scrunchy.

‘Absolutely. Lock-the-door-at-night-type grim.’

‘Oh, Janey.’

‘I know. It’s kind of my own fault, I guess.’

Chloe made a face, tying her hair back. ‘It’s still off.’

Janey sighed. Her own black dreadlocks were pressed aside stiffly in the wind, exposing wandering lines of white scalp. ‘Yeah, the best thing’d be to get out.’ Chloe could see that this time she meant it—was right, was ready. ‘I’ll buy a paper when we get to the other side, and go through the ads while you do your thang. Will you come and help me look?’

‘Sure.’

Janey flung an arm around Chloe’s shoulders and squeezed. ‘Good. I can do it if you come.’

‘You can do it anyway. If things are that bad.’

‘Okay, how about: I can do it without getting in a panic, if you come. Okay?’

‘Okay. What’s funny?’

‘You’re so faithful, so loyal, like a little dawg. Your whole family is like … angels or something, I don’t know. Like, Nick—’ She tossed her hair back and laughed again. ‘For example.’

Chloe checked to see that they were remembering the same thing. ‘Yeah, like Nick, poor guy.’

‘I know!’ She sighed. ‘But I guess he must know he’s gorgeous.’ Through the wind Chloe heard the little yearning note, slipped into Janey’s voice like a love-note between harp-strings.

‘I guess,’ she said with a sisterly snort. ‘He’s just such an egg, that guy. Specially since Isaac’s been away.’

‘It’s all right, I know I haven’t got a chance. Sisters’ friends never do.’ Janey spoke in a flat, loud voice over the traffic noise. She looked down at the double cocked hat of the Opera House. ‘Maybe you’ll meet someone nice, in your new production.’

‘I’m not looking, remember?’

‘You never know, though. If there’s a princess, for example, there’s got to be at least a prince.’

‘Some paunchy tenor with sixteen children.’

‘Oh, Cole, don’t sound so disappointed!’

‘I’m not—you’re the one who’s hanging out for someone for me. I couldn’t give a stuff, myself.’

‘Whatever you say, Cole. Whatever you say.’
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‘A regal walk, darling,’ said the director. ‘A regal walk is a slow walk. Just think of the weight of textiles you’ll be dragging around.’

The girl with the golden waterfall of hair clomped back to the wings. She caught Chloe’s eye, mouthed ‘Bastard!’ and turned and did a tight-blue-jeans swagger across the stage. Chloe watched her, trying to remember the feel of a bustle she’d worn in a production two years ago.

When the director called ‘Next, please!’ she lifted her chin and stalked slowly into the lights. The near-empty theatre opened out on the left; the dusty stage went back and back on the right, encrusted with tackle and gear and lights, and up and up where the backdrops hung. A cool draught across the stage made her long skirt ripple out behind her.

She heard the man’s murmur on her left, low but distinct: Where have we seen her before? A woman’s voice read out the shows and the highlighted phrase from the reference: always on time.

‘Oh well, then!’ And then, louder ‘Thank you—um, thank you, Chloe, we’ll be in touch. Next, please.’

When Chloe went to fetch her backsack the girl with the hair said gloomily, ‘You’ve got it for sure.’

‘Maybe. You’ve got the hair.’ The girl was plaiting it; she had got to chest-level and still had a way to go.

‘But you can do the walk,’ she said.

‘If they morphed us together they’d have the perfect princess, hey.’

The girl looked startled. ‘I guess,’ she said doubtfully.
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‘Chloe Hunter, you look delicious tonight! Let tiresome old Aunty Jube give you a hug. Mmm, aren’t you toasty.’

‘Hi, Jube. Hi, Maurice. How are you?’ She stepped back to let them in, her hairbrush in one hand.

‘We’re well. We’re very well. Hullo, Janey. Hullo, Pete. Are you all coming to the Fiesta with the growed-ups? We’re picking up Carl, too.’

‘Nope, Janey and I are going to the Soho—first up, anyway.’

‘To see some dreadful teen flick,’ said Jube. ‘Don’t tell me. That big brother of yours, is he still in existence? I never see him these days. He’s not frightened of me, is he?’

‘Hallo, Jube! I’m studying,’ Nick called from his room at the top of the stairs.

‘Well, keep at it! Are the olds up there too?’

Dane’s voice came from the front bedroom. ‘Yeah, Joy’s just helping me with my truss before she clips her walking-frame together, you rude tart.’

‘Can we plunder some of your Black Douglas while we wait?’ Maurice called up the stairs.

‘You may as well,’ Joy called back. ‘We’ll be ages yet, we’re so decrepit.’

Maurice winked at Chloe and he and Jube went to the kitchen.

‘You can come with us if you like, Pete,’ Janey offered.

‘Yeah,’ said Chloe, continuing to brush her hair. ‘You might like this one.’

‘No thanks. I’ve got homework.’

‘So?’ Janey pretended total mystification.

‘I mean, I’ve got some hard-core porn I want to download from the Net.’

‘That’s more like it.’

‘We’d better get a move on, Janey,’ said Chloe.

Jube appeared in the kitchen doorway, ice clinking in her drink. ‘Toodle-oo, young things. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do. Gives you plenty of leeway.’

‘See you, Jube. See you, Mum and Dad!’ Chloe called upstairs.

‘What is that woman on?’ she said when they got out into the street.

‘She’s just happy, like everyone who hangs out with your family,’ said Janey. Her words seemed very deliberate, coming from her freshly carmined lips. Her home-made earrings, intricate, shining double discs, swung dressily.

‘Dreadful old people, with their age jokes.’

‘Ee, you’ve got to laff, lass—ootherwise you’d cry!’

‘Well, I sometimes wish they would cry, you know? Instead of jollying themselves along all the time.’

‘You don’t really.’

‘Don’t what?’

‘Wish they’d cry.’

‘I mean, face it, accept it. I mean shut up about it.’

‘Anyway, maybe they have already.’

‘Have what?’

‘Cried.’

‘Oh … maybe.’
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Stars. Cold. Gil’s rancid smoke. In the car-wreck above, Janey went on—Yeah. Oh God, that’s it. Mm, mm, yes. And the springs ground the rust off each other. And the boy gave a shout as if in pain.

Gil drew the last juice out of the smoke and flipped it away, a twirl of sparks dying in a curl of rusty duco. ‘How you can hang out with her.’ He crouched on the roof, rubbing the back of his neck.

Lying across the bonnet, Chloe said, ‘Oh well, you know. It comes and goes.’

‘Comes and comes, more like it.’ He laughed at his own joke.

Chloe squinted up, and moonlight flared into her eyeballs. She could almost feel the pull of the moon’s gravity, the tug on the top of her head, making her taller.

‘So she does it for you too, eh?’ Gil repeated.

‘Yes. I’m a radical celibate. I gave her my share of libido—I wasn’t using it.’

‘Sure you’re not a radical lezzo?’

Chloe smiled at him. After a moment he returned the smile weakly. He must just feel duty bound to insult her; he didn’t have any actual hatred to back it up.

‘She’ll do you, after,’ she said kindly.

He glanced behind him at the wreck, which was rocking itself and the car underneath as Janey finished. ‘Dunno if I wanna,’ he sulked.

Janey called, ‘What do you reckon about his friend, Cole?’

Chloe lay back. ‘Wouldn’t take much convincing, I’d say.’ Gil stood up. He’d do it, just to get away from Chloe and her big words.

Janey said to the other boy, ‘Off you go, then.’

‘Hey, give us a second. Gimme me jacket.’

‘In a minute. I’m using it.’

‘Give us it. You’ll get … stuff on it.’

‘I’ll be careful, don’t worry. Hi. What was your name—Bill?’

‘Gil. Go on, mate. You’ve had your turn.’

‘Bloody hell.’ There was a lot of movement, a twang of metal. The boy came down to Chloe’s roof, buttoning himself. He glanced at Chloe and forced a laugh. ‘She’s done me over. Good and proper.’ He crouched, recovering. His biceps were goosepimpled. ‘You’re the good-looking one. Pity you’re frigid.’

Chloe picked at a sliver of painted rust—thick, old paint from the days when they really crafted cars.

‘What happened? You get raped or something?’

‘Pardon?’

‘To make you frigid.’

‘Um, I got bored …’

‘Oh.’

‘… was what it was.’

‘Right.’ He scrabbled his cigarettes and lighter from his tight T-shirt sleeve and went about smoking. ‘Want one?’

‘I don’t.’

‘You don’t do nothin’, do ya.’ Now he hadn’t anything else to do but needle. ‘What do ya do?’

‘I look out for her.’

‘Yeah, and what does she do for you? Shit, don’t tell me—I can imagine.’

‘Oh, you can?’ Chloe rolled her eyes at the moon. ‘How worldly of you.’

‘She’d root anything, that one; wouldn’t matter what sex you were.’ He looked at Chloe for confirmation.

She sat up, brushed rust flakes off her coat sleeve. This winter she was wearing a coat, enormous and grey like a storeman’s dustcoat, over blouses that hung past her hands, skirts that trailed and ragged and floated like her own pale hair, layers of translucent cloth, anchored by Blundstone boots.

‘Oh, don’t worry your little head about her and me.’

Chloe wished she did smoke sometimes, for the time it filled, the gestures it let you make. It was very good for looking contemptuous. You pursed your lips and tipped back your head and the smoke went thin and straight into the air. It was a way of being taller than another person, like big hair or platform shoes.

‘Chicks like you and her, guys don’t really go for.’

‘No?’

He shook his head decisively. ‘Not properly. You can’t go for a chick who’d turn straight around and root your mate.’

‘What do you mean, go for? Marry?’

‘Stick around. Go with. Like, steady.’

‘Ah.’ Chloe’s laughter bounced back off roofs and door panels, disappeared into shadowy nests of engine, boot and bursting seat. The boy watched her, his eyes narrowing. ‘I mean, you’re such prizes, guys like you, to go steady with,’ she said eventually, still laughing.

The springs in Janey and Gil’s wreck began to work towards a crisis. The boy hawked up some tar and spat it off the roof. ‘What a slut.’

‘You’re just angry because she calls the shots,’ Chloe said equably. ‘You’d go for her, no worries. She wouldn’t want you to stick around, though—that’s why you don’t like her.’

The boy stood up and ground the cigarette butt into the rust with his running shoe. ‘Don’t have to stay around here listening to this shit. The both of you are just bent. The both of you.’

He stepped down off the car. Chloe watched him clamber and stumble. He sat six or seven cars away, his back to her.

‘Oh, fa … ar out!’ Gil was saying. ‘Man!’

There was irregular movement in the wreck. Janey easing herself out onto the boot was like some kind of mysterious extrusion from the car corpses. The leather jacket was all she wore except for a great gawky pair of black sandals with tree-trunk heels. She came down to Chloe’s level, sliding on her bottom from wreck to wreck.

‘Where’s the other one?’ she panted. ‘Mr Johnny-come-early? Oh, there.’

‘Sulking,’ said Chloe. ‘He’s only here for his jacket.’

‘Gil? Oh, Gi-il? You got a smoke?’

‘Give us the jacket,’ said Chloe. ‘I’ll take it to the Spurned Lover.’

‘Rats, I’d just got it warm.’

Janey’s shoulders and breasts emerged into the moonlight. She handed the jacket to Chloe, and warm breast and shoulder air puffed out of it—Janey air, that smelled like hot metal. Climbing back into the dark stack, she was just a soft white writhing, kinked and cleft here and there.

Chloe leaped fairy-like from roof to roof in her Blundstones and tossed the boy his jacket. ‘Here you go, Johnny.’

‘Thanks for nothin’, bitch.’ He shrugged it on and scrambled towards the street.

Chloe snorted and turned back. Janey and Gil sat naked on the boot of the top car. They smoked and swung their crossed legs, a matching pair. ‘Coming up?’ Janey called out.

‘Nothing for me down here.’ Chloe began to climb. ‘It’s like a huge adventure playground, this place, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah, with no other kids on it,’ said Janey, ‘so you never have to wait for your favourite—what’s this one?’ she asked Gil, slapping the car they sat on.

He shrugged. ‘Don’t know nothin’ about cars.’

‘It’s a Wolseley’, said Chloe. ‘It’s written on it.’

‘On your favourite Wolseley.’

Chloe hoisted herself onto the boot-end and past them. The moonlight fell through the car window onto Janey’s tight black-widow clothes, on her bag, split open on the floor, spilling foil-wrapped condoms like treasure. There was a breeze here, heavy with jet-fuel and the smell of the sea. ‘So you can think straight now?’ She settled into the dent in the roof.

‘Sort of straight.’ Janey’s white arm was around Gil’s shoulders. They looked like Hansel and Gretel, if Gretel had been the big sister. Their cigarette-coals jerked and settled like red insects in front of them. ‘I could go a George’s mud-cake. What about you?’

‘If it came with a megaccino, maybe.’

‘I could go a drink,’ said Gil. ‘You got anything?’

‘We don’t,’ said Janey. ‘We go crazy. At least, I do; Cole just goes to sleep. We don’t drink and we don’t swear. We’re clean-living girls, aren’t we, Cole?’ Janey flung away her smoke and crawled across the boot to fish her clothes out. She grunted and dragged and snapped them all on. When she stood, she still looked naked, but black now and glossy, with a belt around her like a wrestling champion’s, broad and heavily decorated. She tossed her hair back and yodelled out across the wrecker’s yard, long and expertly on three notes, a multitude of echoes splitting and descanting back from this arena of cars, from the farther stacks, and faintly from the motorway pylons.

‘Signing off,’ said Chloe. But Gil sat on, spooked, until the last echo died and the rats started moving again.
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‘Well, g’day,’ said Chloe’s dad when she came in. She caught him glancing at her ragged hair and rust-smudged coat, but he said nothing. He was freshly showered, his silver-streaked dark beard was trimmed and he was eating a virtuous breakfast of muesli and acidophilus yoghurt.

‘Ay.’ She went to the cupboard for a cereal bowl.

‘You okay?’

‘Yup.’

Dane continued to watch as she poured muesli and milk, fetched honey. ‘Not pregnant, or diseased?’

She didn’t answer, wiped her face clear of expression.

‘Show us your arms,’ he went on.

She bared them to the elbows, held them out to his scrutiny, an eyebrow raised. ‘You’ll want to check my hymen next.’ She pulled the sleeves down again, and sat two stools from him at the kitchen counter.

‘Hmm. Not sure what I’d check for, the hymen of a bornagain virgin. And don’t tell me—I’m eating.’

They both ate, Chloe in a daze of exhaustion, Dane with efficiency.

‘Where’ve you been?’ It was almost convincing as an idle question.

‘We went to the movies. Then, just around. You don’t want to know—you’re eating.’

Dane nodded. ‘Fair enough, I get the picture. You going to catch up on some sleep today, then?’

‘Yeah, I’ll … yeah, sleep.’ She laughed, rubbed one eye, spooned up muesli. ‘Can’t even talk. Can’t even think.’

Feet descended the stairs and Chloe’s mother Joy came in in her ‘lecturer’s clothes’—clean jeans, an ironed cotton top and a crisp linen jacket. ‘Oh, the fair Rosamund.’ She kissed Chloe on the way to the fridge. ‘You smell a bit. You have a certain air about you. What is on that coat?’

‘Rust. It’ll all brush off.’

‘You look like a derro,’ said Joy. She started mixing herself the drink Chloe’s brothers called Weird Green Juice. ‘Where’s the young lord? Still abed?’

‘It’s a school day, isn’t it?’ said Dane.

‘Been out all night?’ said Joy. Chloe nodded, chewing. ‘Ah. How’s Janey?’

‘Tired.’ Chloe chewed. ‘Tireder than me, even.’ Joy bit her lower lip, swirling her glass of Juice. ‘But okay,’ added Chloe.

Beside Chloe, Dane shuddered and stood up. ‘I’d better get going. The architect’s bringing the client on site today—huh! As if he’s got a say.’

‘Don’t worry about that bowl,’ Joy called after him. ‘It’ll walk to the sink by itself.’ She winked at Chloe.

‘You’ve trained ’em well, darls.’ They heard him sprint upstairs.

‘He’s sick, that dude,’ said Joy.

‘Sick is good, Mum. And nobody says dude any more.’

Joy slapped her forehead. ‘I will never learn.’

Pete stumbled in, dressed but not quite straight. ‘Wow, you look wasted,’ he said to Chloe enviously, thrusting an arm up to the elbow into the bread bag.

‘Of course she does,’ said Joy, licking away her green moustache and putting an arm around his shoulders. ‘She’s a youth. That’s what you get youth for—to waste it.’

‘Yeah? Why do we have to spend all this time at school, then?’ He pushed the toaster lever down with gloomy force.

‘Oh, when you’re fourteen, we want to know you’re safe while you’re wasting it,’ said Joy.

‘That’d be right. Not so it’d be useful or anything.’

Chloe got up to put her bowl in the sink. ‘Is that a photo of Isaac? When did that get here?’

Pete unpinned it from the corkboard and passed it to her—a photograph, glued to a postcard, of Isaac in front of a strange, tiered, grassed-over landform. Chloe turned it over.


Dear Hunters,

Nick should be able to tell you where this is—if he can’t, cut off his … Austudy.

There’s too much to see over here, too much of everything—art, arch., scenery. And having your mind blown every day is exhausting after the first few months. But I soldier on. Thursday I fly across to do the Finns (lucky them). Then over to the US to fly FLW country.

People here are nice. Weather’s stuffed—see how I’m dressed for mid-summer in Scotland? Hands numb as I write, in bedroom of Stately Home. Very plush, but cold!

Missing you guys when I get a minute to myself. See you in a few weeks—Isaac.



‘So where is it?’ said Chloe.

‘Scotland,’ said Pete. ‘Some wanky landscape architect, Nick says. And FLW is Frank … someone.’

‘Lloyd Wright,’ supplied Joy at the dishwasher.

‘Isaac’ll be in pig heaven,’ said Chloe. ‘Look, he’s lost his spots. All that haggis must be very cleansing.’

‘Yer, now there’s nothing to distract from his nose.’ Pete and Chloe both cackled.

‘Isaac’s got a nice nose. Very distinguished,’ said Joy.

‘Monumental, you might say,’ said Chloe quite affectionately, squinting at it in the photo.

On her way out Joy kissed them both on the tops of their heads. ‘We can’t all look like we stepped straight out of Marie Claire.’

‘True, true.’ Chloe preened, milk dripping down her chin.
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‘I’ll bet it’s that horrible block up there,’ said Chloe. ‘The sunburnt-brick one.’

It was, and the room inside was dank and blank and looked out on a concrete yard full of Hills Hoists and wheely bins.

‘The only way,’ mused Janey, standing in the middle of the lino floor, ‘would be to go the full Gothic-slash-Aladdin’s-Cave thing—drape everything, cover the windows. Red and purple cloth, I reckon, shiny, and with gold bits. Little lamps and stuff, huge cushions everywhere, a little low table to eat off. Rugs, vessels …’

‘You know, I think there’s actual blood on this wall,’ said Chloe in the bathroom.

‘From the last tenant slitting her wrists, probably.’ Janey’s voice boomed in the emptiness. ‘Let’s get out of here before we pick up some deadly germ.’

‘Face it,’ said Chloe when they were out on the street again. She had to shout over the noise of a passing train on the embankment opposite. ‘You’ll get something that’s either very small or very grotty, mostly both, for the amount you’re talking about.’

‘I know. I just don’t want a place that depresses me as soon as I walk in. Like when I’m on my own. Where do we go next? Oh, here.’ Janey slapped a charity bin in passing as they rounded the corner. ‘I’ll just hop into one of these every night. Run power from the overhead lines for my little teeve.’

‘Oh, come on, you can do better than that,’ said Chloe. ‘Like this, for instance.’ She rattled a hand-lettered Room-to-Let sign hanging off some fence railings and peered into the overgrown yard.

‘That looks pretty ancient,’ said Janey doubtfully.

‘Let’s give it a go.’

Janey moaned and dragged her feet. ‘I’m sick of looking at these dreary places. Let’s get something to eat.’

‘Just one last one before lunch.’ Chloe was already at the veranda steps.

An elderly man in a singlet and work shorts answered the door. ‘You’ll want Her-around-the-back,’ he said. They went out by the garden-choked path and in again at the driveway. In the high side wall were a few narrow, oddly placed windows, and many paint jobs had peeled back and worn through in a complicated, sun-bleached map. In the back yard a woman was pegging out washing. Her shape reminded Chloe of a potato.

‘Grass,’ Chloe whispered pointedly to Janey. ‘Excuse me, is that room still going?’

The woman squinted at them. ‘Yes, it is. It’ll only fit one of you, though, unless you get another bed.’

‘It’s just for me,’ said Janey.

The woman looked her up and down. If she thought anything it didn’t show. She nodded towards the house. ‘First on the left in there.’

The room was bigger than any they’d seen, and carpeted. Chloe switched on the light to show faded, leaf-patterned wallpaper, an intricate ceiling rose and French windows with mauve and dark blue glass panels. There were curtains already; there was a single bed covered with cream chenille.

‘Before I get my hopes up …’ Janey went to the windows and opened them to the back veranda and yard. ‘How much were you wanting for this?’ she called out to the woman.

‘Seventy-five.’

Janey looked at Chloe. It was five dollars over her limit.

‘It’s worth it,’ said Chloe. ‘It’s worth the money and it’s worth stopping looking.’

‘It is. I’ll take it,’ said Janey to the woman.
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Joy came out onto the balcony when Chloe opened the front gate. She emptied a hole-punch onto her on the path.

‘Ah, the first snow. What’s this in aid of?’

‘Twyla just rang.’

‘Oh, bum. So I’m the princess.’

‘Yes, my darling. First rehearsal and fitting next Tuesday. Come in and have a goblet of mead-or-are-you-abstaining.’

‘I’ll have one, just to make you happy.’

She was scrabbling for her key when the door opened and Nick and Dane, in shorts, T-shirts and running shoes, came out. Dane bent to kiss her hello and Nick did flamboyant warm-up movements on the porch. ‘You better get going,’ Chloe said, ‘before he falls apart like a Crash-Dummy doll.’

‘Huh. You wish.’ Nick jumped off the veranda and vaulted over the spikes of the front fence.

‘You want to watch it, Nick—you’re going to impale yourself one day, doing that,’ said Dane, sedately opening the gate.

‘Yeah, yeah. Come on, let’s move. Been sitting on my bum all day …’

Chloe watched them jog away down the street, Nick just slightly taller than Dane now, his short blond hair gleaming under the streetlights, as did the streak of silver in her father’s. Then she stepped into the warm house, into the smells of wood fire and roasting lamb.

[image: image]

‘Isaac’s coming back next week.’ Chloe put the top shelf in place on the bricks and crossed the room for the book boxes.

‘Yeah?’ Janey was making up the bed with old red sheets borrowed from the Hunters. She had a cobweb caught in her hair—it looked like part of her hair, or an adornment to it. ‘D’you think he’ll have turned into a pain, with all the jet-setting?’

‘Wasn’t he one already?’

‘I guess Nick’ll emerge to greet him, at least.’

‘Maybe. Maybe he’ll just suck him into the vacuum of study he’s been in for the last six months. They can sit and be eggs together.’ Chloe sat on an upturned milk-crate and began to shelve handfuls of worn paperbacks.

Janey took her new bedside lamp out of its box and admired it, and read its guarantee ticket. ‘This is a bit flash, isn’t it?’

‘For a girl from the back streets, you mean?’

They looked at each other. It was exactly what Janey meant. She sparkled at Chloe, then looked anguished. ‘Ooh, if I can only—’ She held the ceramic lamp base in her hands like a crystal ball.

‘Of course you can,’ said Chloe, and was able to mean it. They’d got this far; pretty well anything should be achievable.

‘Oh, you think? I’ve got such a strong feeling, you know, that I just don’t deserve …’ This space, this comfort, her gaze finished, taking in the room like an intruder’s. ‘You know, that some Department will turn up, with some by-law, and make me go back.’

‘No such department. No such law.’ Chloe went on shelving, and after a while Janey put down the lamp and began hunting among the boxes and bags for a light bulb. She found one and fitted it with the intense care of someone defusing a landmine. ‘Now, this shade. Gawd, luxury, a little shade. You don’t think it looks too girly, do you?’

‘Janey, that is the plainest, most neutral, minimalist—’

‘Just checking.’ Janey, smiling, placed the lamp on the plastic storage box that was her bedside table, plugged it in, switched it on and sat back. Chloe felt a twinge of pain at the enchantment on her face. Janey glanced at her and laughed in amazement. ‘You see, you don’t buy new stuff for your room, at my place. Nathan would either pinch this or smash it. It’d be like an invitation for him to be revolting.’

‘Well, this is your place now.’

‘I know, I know. Isn’t it fab?’

Chloe smiled, enjoyed the glow of her, looked away from the nakedness of it at the books in her hand. ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover. I didn’t know you had this. Is it wildly sexy, like it’s supposed to be?’

‘Not really. Borrow it if you like.’ Janey stowed the lamp box under the bed.

‘Hmm—worth it?’

‘Oh, it’s a bit of a wank. He’s got no idea about orgasms—girls’, I mean. He sort of cuts to pounding waves and makes it all spiritual. The only bit I liked was at the end where the guy writes to her—and you think, “Oh gee, he can write!” because he’s, you know, the gardener or someone—’

‘Gamekeeper, it says,’ Chloe read off the back cover.

‘—and he writes—well, it’s really what’s-his-name writing, D. H. Lawrence, not the gamekeeper—he says, “We have fucked a small flame into being.” I kind of like that, don’t you?’

‘A small flame? Not a raging passion?’

‘Oh, I don’t know what they had, those two—I thought they were miserable. I don’t think they ended up in happy-ever-after land.’

‘Like The Piano, where you can’t quite see how it’ll work out, when they go off together—I mean, they show her, with her metal finger, but it’s all a bit Oh yeah, sure!’

‘Exactly.’ Janey picked up a plastic bag and started stuffing all the other bags into it. ‘But anyway, I liked the way he actually says “fucked” rather than “loved” or something sloppy. It’s got that much guts, at least. That’s probably why people were shocked way back when, because it called fucking fucking.’

‘People still are, a lot.’ Chloe shelved the book and went on shelving. ‘I mean, not many people do call it that—only old hippies like my parents who’re trying to sound cool.’

Janey paused in her prowling. ‘People—I’ve thought about this—’ She jabbed the air with a finger and they both laughed. ‘A lot of people, I reckon, don’t believe in fucking, in just sex. They want it always to be “making love”, you know. Lots of girls; it’s that romantic thing. They want, you know, their souls to be in communion or some garbage. Just only physical, the kind of fucking I do, they don’t like the idea of, they don’t want to know it even goes on. Whereas … I guess Theo was a making-love kinda guy, huh?’

‘He made love, to me.’

Janey laughed. ‘What, you slept? Read a book? Lay there with your eyes closed?’

‘Well, I did what I was supposed to. Responded, you know. I didn’t ever fake anything, but I never actually … went after anything for myself.’

Janey gazed at her in incomprehension. ‘I dunno, maybe you should take old Lawrence home. He might have something for you.’

‘I don’t miss it at all, the sex.’

‘What do you miss? Anything?’

Chloe began on the second box of books. ‘Not really. Funny how you can sleep with someone, do all that stuff, you know?, and still be so totally … unconnected.’

‘Yeah,’ said Janey, standing there with the bag of bags dangling from one hand.

Chloe shrugged. ‘Theo doesn’t count. Theo was a … an experiment.’ She met Janey’s gaze. ‘What are you realising about me?’

Janey looked surprised. ‘Oh, I’m not. Did I look like I was? I was more kind of wondering, about how different you are, and … how the things we want are so different.’

‘Why, what do I want?’ said Chloe, straightening books on the shelves.

Janey stared at her awhile. ‘Good question. I’m not just talking about, like, men.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m not even talking about wanting, really. Or knowing what you want. It’s—I know what I’d like, and I’m pretty sure I won’t get it, long-term. You don’t know, but it’s pretty certain that once you decide, it’s yours—A to B, there you’ll be, with it.’

Chloe looked at her. ‘What is it that you want and won’t get?’

Janey thought, and then Chloe saw her give up trying to find a place to start. ‘Aargh, I dunno. A pile of stuff,’ she growled, and laughed unhappily.

‘Like what?’ Chloe insisted.

‘I don’t know—you know, a man—like, a man—and a baby I could keep—like, be capable of keeping—and a life, you know, an occupation, some kind of thing that goes on—huh!—all we’ve talked about, all that fantasy stuff. Work that you love, you know. All that.’

‘I didn’t think it was a fantasy,’ said Chloe, feeling a tiny bit staunch in saying it. ‘Anyway, where do you start, otherwise? What do you aim for?’

‘Well, you aren’t aiming for anything. But I know you’ll get it.’

‘You don’t know. How do you know?’ But watching Janey smile and shrug, Chloe had the weird feeling it was possible that she did know. ‘I could spend my whole life down here in the gutter with you,’ she went on loudly.

‘You could! That would be good!’ Janey stooped and swept up another bag. ‘Maybe I won’t get a man, but you can help me look after the baby!’ she finished brightly.

‘Coo-ool!’ said Chloe in exactly the same bright tone.
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Chloe went upstairs, feeling chalky with the dust from Janey’s things.

‘So, she’s all settled?’ Joy was closing her wardrobe door, her long grey-blonde hair loose, her dressing-gown neatly tied.

‘Yep.’ Chloe hadn’t expected to meet anyone else tonight. Her face had already gone to sleep.

‘She happy?’

‘Glad to be out of that house. She should’ve done it two years ago.’

‘Ah, she never could’ve, then.’ Joy leaned against the stair-rail. Her eyes were an older version of Chloe’s light grey ones. ‘I guess that’s saying she’s made some progress.’

‘Maybe,’ said Chloe doubtfully.

‘You look tired, my love.’

Chloe nodded. ‘Dad got a meeting?’

‘Or another woman,’ said Joy cheerfully. ‘There’s some left over minestrone, if you’re hungry.’

‘I’ll have a shower first, I reckon.’ Chloe rubbed her dusty face with a dusty hand.

When she came downstairs her mother had heated a bowl of soup and cut bread to go with it. ‘Oh, wow, thanks.’

‘You wouldn’t’ve bothered, left to yourself.’

‘You’re right. I was thinking cereal. Is that another postcard from Isaac?’

‘His last. Boston. You don’t reckon he’s homesick, do you?’

‘I reckon he’s showing off fit to bust.’ Chloe pulled the card off the corkboard.

‘Isaac? Modesty itself.’

‘Maybe with grown-ups. I find him a bit arrogant, myself.’ She read the catalogue of things seen, places been.

‘He’s just shy with you,’ said Joy. She finished tidying and sat down opposite.

Looking forward to seeing you all Thursday, Isaac finished. Was that homesickness or just politeness? ‘Shy? Why would he be shy with me?’

‘Well, golly gosh, who knows?’ Joy had her chin in her hands and was twinkling.

Chloe snorted, let a few seconds pass. ‘Nice soup, Mum.’

‘Glad you like it.’
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‘So that it forms a kind of gorgeous nest around you when you sit down.’

Chloe held her elbows out as the wardrobe woman moved around her, smoothing paper bodice panels against the stiff corset. She liked this time, the very beginning, when the first few pieces of the opera were being picked up and experimentally placed together, when there were only swatches of cloth and dashing little costume sketches and people’s brains whirring. The whole production was there like an invisible castle and, with every move, people made more stones appear, until a wall could be recognised, a tower, a turret, a drawbridge—and on opening night the entire structure would be complete, with pennants flying and processions passing, prisoners screaming in the cells and maidens waving handkerchiefs from the tower windows.

Boscovicz’s story of passion and war was being fitted into a strange era that existed only in the director’s imagination, a melding of eighteenth-century Hungary and twenty-second-century Somewhere Else. Chloe was amazed how seriously everyone took this ridiculous illusion. Of course, everyone was being paid to do their bit, but there was something else, something about this close work Magda was doing now, with her chalk and her pins and her muttering, the time it took, the bother she was going to—even though the audience, metres away, would miss anything but the general effect, the gorgeousness, the nest-likeness.

‘So, are you a music student, up at the Con?’ said Magda.

‘Nope. I’m going to uni next year, to start the BA.’ Chloe had learned that you used such ironic emphasis to show that you recognised that a Bachelor of Arts went nowhere, was just a constructive way to fill in time before your life started.

‘So you’re in Year 12 now?’

‘Last year. I deferred my course.’ I have this friend, you see … ‘I thought, if I have to look at another book I’ll shoot myself.’

There was a knock on the door. ‘Decaffuccino, Mag?’

‘Oh, yes, please!’ Magda began to struggle up.

‘Pay me when I bring it up.’

‘Okay.’ She settled back on to her knees. ‘Good idea, to take a break. See how the world works. Though God knows—’ She glanced all around the room. ‘—this won’t give you much of an idea!’

In the long mirror Chloe looked like a stiff mannequin in her brown-paper bodice and underpants, her hair caught up high out of the way. That was the lot of extras, to stand or mill about, display the costumes and not distract from the main action. She’d been hired for her docility and punctuality, her ability to do a regal walk and sit still; the rest of her didn’t concern the director or anyone else; they didn’t want to know anything about her unless it was likely to get in the way of the production. It was relaxing, to be used like this.

Magda shot the papered bodice a look in the mirror from hip height. ‘Good-o.’ Her knees clicked as she stood up and put aside the extra pins. ‘Not that James won’t change his mind fifty zillion times before we finish. You’ll probably end up swinging upside down in a green furry bodysuit at the premiere.’ She adjusted the bodice at the back of the neck. ‘They using your hair?’

‘They’re augmenting it,’ said Chloe.

‘They want it big, huh?’

‘Big and blonde. Like a cheerleader.’

Magda laughed. ‘Now that would be avant-garde. You should suggest it to James. Ha! I can just see his face, can’t you?’

‘Yeah—“Get back in your box, you!” ’

Magda chuckled and began to unpin the back.
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‘Here’s the man!’ Chloe heard Nick yell, opening the door.

‘Mate!’ Isaac yelled back in his deep, cracked voice.

‘Maa-ate! Maa-ate!’ they brayed at each other, laughing.

From the top of the stairs Chloe saw Dane and then Joy hug Isaac. ‘The prodigal returns! Look at you! You look great!’ said Joy. ‘Tanned and all!’

Isaac put an arm around Pete. ‘And you’ve done a beanstalk on me.’

Pete grinned in embarrassment.

‘Six months is a long time when you’re his age,’ said Dane.

Isaac looked up at Chloe with leftover smile on his face. ‘Chloe.’

‘Hi, Isaac. Cool glasses.’ They were new—the usual thick lenses in heavy black circular frames fastened visibly with tiny silver screws. Should she kiss his cheek or hug him? Everyone else seemed to be all over him like a rash. She held back on the bottom stair, staying slightly taller than him.

‘You like ’em?’ He blinked self-consciously.

She nodded. ‘Nice.’ His skin was really clear, if a little rumpled by scars; Chloe felt as if she could actually see him. Also it was startling that he had a presence, suddenly amplified—was he actually bigger?—after being a series of flat picture-cards winging through the post. Now he was person-sized and three-dimensional again. He had real eyes, ears, mouth, hands, that he had taken all around the world, and a bunch of exotic overseas memories filed away inside that head.

‘So. You brought some photos?’ Dane said, and everyone moved towards the lounge room.

Joy hung back and hissed at Chloe, ‘Go get some of that fizzy stuff out of the fridge.’

‘It’s only Isaac, Mum,’ Chloe muttered. Joy gave her a look and she went.

‘That’s Gilbert. He drove us around,’ Isaac was saying when she returned, as Dane looked through a packet of photographs.

‘You mean, “He was our chauffeur,”’ said Nick. ‘It’s okay, Zack, we don’t mind being poor.’

‘Get off his back; he’s just being polite,’ said Joy.

‘This is in Connecticut still.’

‘Lovely countryside.’ Joy craned over Nick’s broad shoulder. Pete hung over the back of the couch between Isaac and Dane, his dark hair flopping into his eyes.

Chloe sat by the fire on a footstool and watched them, her family at rest. She liked them best like this, with one or two people visiting. A whole roomful was hard to keep track of, but with one or two you could follow the conversation, and note each person’s contribution to it.

‘Whip through these; they’re just note-taking, for uni,’ Isaac was saying.

‘Lovely rivets,’ chirped Pete.

‘They are, actually—oh, you were joking.’ Isaac glanced at Chloe and gave a mechanical fake laugh. ‘I’d forgotten about jokes, after six months with my parents and their friends. Thank you.’ He accepted a drink from Joy.

‘Here’s to your return, Isaac,’ she said. ‘We’ve missed you.’

‘Yeah, the place’s been real quiet without you,’ said Nick, propping his feet on the coffee-table. ‘No one swinging on the chandeliers, no one sliding down the banisters singing Mary Poppins songs.’

‘No farting competitions in the cubby,’ Pete contributed, then hid his face in his orange juice.

Isaac sat deadpan among these lies. Chloe watched him for a reaction and caught a minuscule flash of amusement behind the bottle-bottom lenses. ‘When you’re all finished,’ he said, sitting forward. ‘Are you finished? Can we be serious now?’

‘We’re never serious,’ said Chloe. ‘It’s a point of pride.’

Isaac raised his glass and began, ‘You-all may not’ve noticed my absence—’

Nick screeched an imaginary bow across some violin strings. Joy said, ‘Oh, Isaac.’

Isaac silenced them with a hand. ‘—but I’ve certainly noticed not being here every Sunday and four or five evenings in between.’

‘Hey, this is a real-for-true speech,’ said Pete.

‘Thanks, Nick, for all those tasteless postcards, and Joy, for all those little notes keeping me up to date. And Pete, for your Finnish letter—I appreciate the … the hard work that went into it.’

‘He actually got that sent off, did he?’ said Chloe, then went quiet. Isaac turned from Pete to her and she knew what was coming. She screwed up her face.

‘And thank you, Chloe, for your usual enigmatic silence—’

‘I wrote heaps, actually; I just didn’t get around to sending it.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Dane and Nick at once.

‘Sorry, Isaac.’

‘It’s okay. The wound will heal in time.’ He waved his glass around at all of them. ‘It’s good to be back.’

‘Good to have you back, mate,’ said Dane, and they all clinked glasses and drank.
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Janey stood at Chloe’s door against a burst of winter-morning sun. She stumped in. ‘You didn’t tell me.’ She threw herself onto the couch, stared accusingly at Chloe.

‘What. Cuppa?’

‘Yer. About the Jerry Street Child Care Centre.’ Having made her entrance, Janey hoisted herself up and followed Chloe into the kitchen’s harsher acoustics. She was all black-legginged legs, with a tiny snarled black jumper like a wisp of some kind of mould around her shoulders and arms.

‘What about it?’

‘It’s two doors away.’

‘They make a racket, do they?’

Janey went to the fridge and stared in. ‘Yes, well, it depends which way the wind blows. Like the trains, you know. But on a lovely, sunny day like today they’re all out, and it’s like … I don’t know, it’s like—’ she closed the fridge door and leaned one hip against the bench ‘—some terrible old movie, you know?’

Chloe laughed. ‘Which terrible old movie?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, one where, you know, his true love’s died—maybe he’s murdered her, himself—and he walks away and there’s the sound of children playing and the tissues come out all over the cinema—’

‘Everyone “blubbing”—’

‘Yeah. Like that. It’s awful, just the noise of them. It gets to me.’

Chloe’s eyes roved to the calendar. Janey saw, and squinted at it too. ‘What is it—the seventh? Oh. Well, at least there’s a reason why I feel awful.’

‘Dumped,’ said Chloe, ‘by a wave of hormones.’

‘I still do feel awful, though. Really black. Everything seems like a bad idea.’

‘Even coming round here?’

‘Yeah. Dumping my hormones on you again.’

‘Better than sitting at home blaming yourself for them.’

‘It feels better, now. In the end, though …’

‘In the end, though, it is better.’ Chloe crossed the kitchen and put her arms around her.

Janey’s hair, as she laid her head on Chloe’s shoulder, crunched lightly like steel wool. ‘I hate myself,’ she said feebly.

‘No, you don’t. Why would you? None of this is your fault.’

‘It all is.’

‘Yeah, like what?’ Chloe stood back, gripping and shaking her.

‘Being stupid, getting pregnant. You know, if I hadn’t, if I’d—I dunno—got the morning-after pill, that one time, I could stand … things wouldn’t get to me like they do.’ She wiped her nose on the wrist of her jumper, blinked aside at the floor.

‘Who knows?’ said Chloe. ‘I can’t say it’s not true, can I? But who knows? Who knows it isn’t keeping you as settled as you are now, having him in the world? Just knowing he’s alive.’

Janey tipped her head back, searched the ceiling through tears as if a rope-ladder might swing down to save her. ‘Just knowing he’s alive sends me crrrazy! That sweet little …’ She began to crumble. ‘Off away there!’

‘Yes! And he came from you, the sweetest part of you, that mothering bit you talk about. Just … the one that buys him Duplo, and Wibbly Pig books. That kid bit of you, from before. From when it was okay with you.’

‘Oh, it was never okay!’

‘It was too. You can’t tell me. I was there.’

‘But now! I can’t handle it!’

‘You can. You do, and you’ll go on doing.’

‘Yeah? Will I? How?’

‘One—way—or—another,’ Chloe insisted.

Janey gave a pained laugh and broke away to collapse at the table. Chloe made the coffee and put it down beside Janey’s snaggly head. ‘You want to come into town? Just for the heck of it? Just to get away from the happy children playing?’

The snaggles nodded.
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Under the Queen Victoria Building, in a shop-lit warm fug of people and food smells, Janey walked upright, glaring straight ahead; Chloe went beside, not quite as tall as Janey, and attuned to every glance their way, every muttered remark as they passed. God, who’d wanna look like that? Check out the hair. Aw, yuk.

Some boys up ahead were bellowing—no, it was just one of them, enjoying his new deep voice. He fell silent midbellow, and Chloe saw him, and thought he looked familiar. Yes, he must be, she thought, catching his stricken glance at Janey. She felt the crucial moment pass when he decided not to shout something; she saw him suck the words back into his mouth. He huddled with his friends, who were not familiar to Chloe, and glanced out from among them, chin up to cover his fear—fear of Janey, of whatever she’d done to him. Jumped on top of him, probably, made him come too quickly. Chloe couldn’t work it out, how these little street rats could have such buckets of pride, still, that they were threatened by Janey’s jolly fucking, by having to do it her way. She was so amiable, so harmless, really. It was funny to know that and to see this guy shrinking into his group, terrified she might nail him again with his mates watching—his mates, who were shouting ‘Hey, Morticia!’, and falling about at their own wit.

Janey didn’t seem to even notice them. ‘Let’s go up the art gallery,’ she said. ‘I don’t really feel like shops. Is it school holidays or something? There seem to be a pile of kids around.’

‘No, these are just your regular delinquents, cluttering up the pavement when they should be in school,’ said Chloe, with the conscious self-righteousness of the new Year 12 graduate.
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Janey in the gallery coffee shop, surrounded by rinsed perms, handbags and a few dapper suits, stirred a cappuccino and stared out at the docks. ‘Everything looks like artworks when you’ve been around the gallery, doesn’t it?’

Chloe glanced over her shoulder at the grey-variant slabs of water, warship, warehouse and dockside machinery.

‘That’s what I like,’ Janey went on. ‘It wakes up your eyes. It’d wake up your hands, too, if you could only touch a few things.’

‘You are so selfish, Jane,’ said Chloe severely. ‘How will the Australians of 2596 be able to enjoy their heritage if your sticky fingerprints have eaten it all away?’

‘Let ’em make their own,’ said Janey, still staring out, eating a spoonful of froth. Her lipstick had worn away in the middle, showing the rawer pink of her lips, glistening more lively than the dark-painted rim. It felt rude to look at it; Chloe fixed on Janey’s eyes instead, but the paint wasn’t perfect there, either, and she could see Janey’s eyes naked beneath it, the stream of her thoughts, the brush and twitch of her lashes as the eyes moved along the docks, into the sky.

‘When is that woman coming with our cakes?’ Chloe said, as an excuse to look away.

‘Person,’ said Janey automatically.

‘She was a woman, though!’

‘They might send a man, though.’

‘What’s this, anticipatory non-sexism?’

‘You got it.’ Janey grinned and sipped experimentally. Then she looked around the coffee shop for the first time, balefully, licking froth from her nude lips. ‘None of these people are artists.’

‘Artists can’t afford to do morning tea. They have to stay in their studios and slave away while the light’s good.’

The light was feeble, wintry. Janey’s stirring hand looked sculpted. Chloe could identify at least seven levels of light, shade and reflected light among the fingers, and down the cushioned outer side of it to the wrist. They changed, flitted away, affixed themselves in different ways to different things as if they were the living things—like Peter Pan’s shadow—not the objects, bodies, movements that interrupted the light.

‘I’ve got it too,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘An attack of artist’s eyes.’ Chloe stared as if mesmerised at the spoon cavity in Janey’s foam.

‘Don’t worry.’ Janey patted her hand. ‘It’ll go away, in time.’
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It was Sunday at Chloe’s place, with all Joy and Dane’s friends, and Janey and Isaac. Chloe sat between her mother and Joy’s old friend Carl, her attention drifting as they dissected people from their past she didn’t know.

She heard Isaac getting passionate at the far end of the table. ‘… I mean, you build people these little Toytown apartments to live in, and they’ll start having play lives. Tack on all the tack, all the latticed balconies, the cute little bargeboards, the roof ornaments—and the lives inside will start fitting into these prettified boxes. You live in that kind of space, you end up thinking that’s the only space you deserve. And it’s bad for the people outside, too. When these things stop being eyesores and start being invisible because they’re so familiar, I think everyone should start to worry about what’s happening to us inside, to our eyes, to our minds. Why accept it now, when we didn’t accept it when it first went up? We saw then that it was wrong and ugly, and it’s still wrong and ugly. I think we should go on wincing.’

‘Maintain the wince,’ said Maurice, reaching for his wineglass. He nudged Jube next to him, who was talking to Dane. ‘Did you hear that, Jube? Isaac says we should keep letting our morning walks be spoiled every time we pass “Ashdene” and “Bellamy Towers”.’

‘He does?’ Jube looked mystified.

‘You should,’ said Isaac. ‘For the good of humankind.’

Maurice smiled benevolently at him. ‘For our collective consciousness’s sake. Very well, I shall.’

‘Bingo—another convert,’ said Nick, who was stretched out behind them in a lounge chair.

‘Nick’s still holding out on me,’ Isaac explained to Maurice. ‘I’m nearly there, but the lure of the quick buck is pretty strong.’

‘Just as a means of supporting those few fantastic touch-earth-lightly-type commissions, if you know what I mean,’ said Nick.

‘But if we only do the kind of work we can stand to do, that we feel should be done, we’ll have a clear profile, we’ll get a reputation, and more of that work’ll come our way.’

‘… do you, Chloe?’ Carl poked Chloe’s arm, and laughed at her blank look.

‘Sorry? I was dreaming. Do I what?’

‘Think of your parents as people, rather than figureheads,’ Carl repeated. Joy waggled her eyebrows at her.

Chloe thought about it. ‘Well, they’re not … quite … people the way other people are people—like you, say,’ said Chloe. ‘But they’re not, like—these big, severe, laying-down-the-law types, either, if that’s what you mean.’

‘Yes, we’re too slack,’ joked Joy.

Carl gazed out through the glass roof. ‘I think I mean, more—my mother and father seemed to stand for everything I ought to be. People talk about how you grow up and start to see chinks in your parents’ armour, but I have never—I’ve always found them absolutely unassailable. I think—I think this is the root of a lot of my problems!’ he said to Joy, beginning to laugh.

Chloe liked Carl; he was gentle and civilised, and he had a good sense of humour—or had had one, before Gus got sick. It was struggling to grow back at the moment, like a plant pruned back too hard.

‘Wasn’t that irritating, though?’ Chloe asked. ‘Didn’t you ever feel like busting out and doing something stupid, just because they were always so right?’

‘I didn’t see the point.’ Carl smiled regretfully. ‘I knew I’d just embarrass myself, and possibly them too, which was just not … thinkable. It was as if I just absorbed their lessons and didn’t have to bother going out and learning them for myself. You can’t say that’s healthy,’ he added to Joy.

‘It sounds fabulous to me. I wish you’d been my child.’ She winked at Chloe.

‘Well, you guys never set yourselves up to be figureheads,’ said Chloe. ‘God, it’s not like we never see your chinks.’

Her mother hooted with laughter. ‘You can never bring your friends home in case we’re parading around with our chinks showing!’

Chloe conceded a smile. ‘You know what I mean.’

Joy leaned forward and rubbed Chloe’s shoulder. ‘I know what you mean. We’ve always tried not to have the last word on anything.’

‘Which drives a person mad,’ Chloe said to Carl. ‘I’m sure it’s just as bad as having really strict parents.’

‘It’s just as hard for the parents, that’s for sure,’ said Joy.

Chloe sat back, a bit surprised. Joy and Dane had a pretty light touch, it was true. She’d always thought it just came naturally to them, that they coped with having three children by making things as easy as possible for themselves. Sometimes she wished they’d make an effort to put their foot down like parents in books—‘Just where do you think you’re going, young lady? Just what do you think you’re doing?’ Instead, Chloe had simply gone, and done. Especially since finishing school last year, she’d informed them of her intentions rather than asking for their permission. If ever she went to them for advice, the discussion ended up with them saying, ‘Well, it’s really up to you. You have to make your own decision on this.’ They were always handing her life back to her—and now it seemed it wasn’t just laziness, but a conscious policy they pursued, sometimes in the face of their own doubts.

Chloe glanced down the table. Dane and Jube were wisecracking and laughing hugely, so she couldn’t catch any words from the conversation at the far end, which was mainly between Nick and Maurice now, with Isaac looking from one to the other and back, listening with all his attention. Beyond him, outside, Janey and Pete leaned against the unlit brick barbecue, talking companionably, Janey having a cigarette. Chloe tried to read Janey’s lips, but then Pete started talking with his head down and Janey was just laughing beside him, smoke coming from her mouth in little puffs and floating up into the leafless poplars.
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‘What were you and Pete chatting about outside there?’ Chloe asked Janey later, when they were up in her room.

‘School.’ Janey looked up from one of Dane’s books about cabinet-making and started to smile. ‘Bad influences.’

‘What, is he one too, secretly?’

‘No, but he knows a few. Huh, don’t we all.’ She turned a page. ‘You are so lucky, having civilised brothers.’

‘Well, you know, you can borrow them any time.’

‘Up to a certain point.’

‘Well, as far as they want to be borrowed,’ Chloe said with a laugh. She expected Janey to join in and laugh too, but there was silence, and when she checked Janey there was only a hint of a smile on her face, and Chloe felt uncomfortable about asking her to explain.

Downstairs the phone rang. ‘Janey, it’s for you!’ Joy called.

Janey slid off the bed and clomped out in her platforms. ‘Who is it?’

‘Your dad. You want to talk? I can—’

‘It’s okay.’ Her voice went flat and hard as she spoke into the phone. ‘Yeah, what do you want?’

Chloe listened, heard nothing more. Then the phone was hung up, and the platforms stolidly thumped up the stairs. Then Janey stirred up the room again.

‘My old man. My dirty old man.’ She headed for the book on the bed. Chloe watched her, and she added, ‘Drunk. Hanging out. Playing with himself—you want to know more?’

‘Bleagh.’ Chloe went back to her own book, then looked up again. ‘Don’t you feel … don’t you feel something when that happens, something like that?’

Janey considered. ‘Not really. I mean, face it, who am I to complain? Huh!’

Chloe sometimes marvelled at herself and Janey, that this was idle conversation for them. Janey felt her doing it now, and looked up from the book and smiled. ‘I’m so cool.’

‘But you’re not. You should be—you should be cold and scary and hating everyone. You should be completely bent—’

‘Oh, I am that.’

‘Yeah, but you should be, you know, stuffed up. Bitter.’

‘Miserable, you mean.’

‘Yes! You should be miserable! Why aren’t you?’

Janey bobbed her head, embarrassed. ‘Lordy, I don’t know. Can’t see the point, I guess. At this moment. Like, when I’m sad it’s just a quick thing—comes and goes. The rest of the time—’ She shrugged. ‘It must be my famous hormones. Being oversexed keeps me happy.’ She flipped a page, rubbed her nose, sniffed. ‘What about you?’

Chloe baulked. ‘Well, if it’s a choice between miserable and oversexed, I’d go for something in the middle.’

‘Where you are, already. Happy-ish and undersexed. Or did he desex you, the rat? The scumbucket?’

‘Huh?’

‘Theo, dimwit.’

‘Oh. Just put me off for a while, that’s all.’

‘Why—he was good, wasn’t he?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t—’ Chloe started to laugh ‘—have any basis for comparison!’ She went silent, thinking. ‘He was okay, I guess. He just … it was his thing, that he did. It didn’t have much to do with me, except, I dunno, maybe trophy-wise, for him.’

‘Trophy-wise. A notch in the belt. Gawd, I wouldn’t have a belt that held together if I thought like that!’

‘It’s a good thing you’ve got those broad child-bearing hips to hold your pants up.’

‘Yeah.’ And Janey looked pleased.
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As Janey left, she and Chloe passed Nick and Isaac arguing in the lounge room.

Isaac was saying, ‘You’ve got to find that place where your vision and your client’s vision can meet, you see—’

‘Where your vision and their wallet meet, you mean.’ Nick was going through some CDs, trying to read the tiny printing on them.

‘I think we have a fundamental difference in approach here,’ Chloe muttered to Janey, not intending that anyone else hear her.

But Isaac looked up. ‘We do. But I’m working on him, Chloe, I’m working on him.’

‘Ah, I’ll bring you down to earth yet,’ said Nick.

Embarrassed, Chloe saw Janey out. Then she went into the kitchen, where Joy and Dane were unloading the dishwasher.

‘Can you imagine these two in partnership?’ Joy cocked her head towards the lounge room.

‘Huh?’ said Chloe.

‘Oh, haven’t you heard about the Grand Plan? Hunter Goldman & Associates? If they can find any associates who are ideologically pure enough.’

‘That’ll be the day,’ Chloe snorted. ‘They’ll never get anything actually built; they’ll just sit around arguing all the time.’

‘I think they’ll do really well,’ said Dane. ‘One’s creative, the other’s practical. Perfect balance.’

‘You reckon?’ Chloe looked out at Nick and Isaac, disconcerted. They were so confident now, about stepping forward and claiming their adulthood—how did they do that? Chloe felt caught in an endless hesitation, herself, with possible lives multiplying all around her, none of them notably more attractive than the others. Life was going past while she stood still, watched and wondered and looked for a good place to jump on. What if she didn’t find one? What if there wasn’t one, for her?
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‘G’day, Cole,’ Janey said quickly. ‘You remember Bass?’

‘Sure,’ said Chloe, heart sinking.

‘Mind if I tag along?’ said Bass with what was meant to be an ingratiating smile but turned into a smirk. Bass was constitutionally incapable of warmth.

‘Sure,’ said Chloe again. Her mother sent her an enquiring look over Janey’s head. ‘Let’s get a move on, hey, if we’re walking.’

‘Take a cab, why don’t you,’ said her mother. ‘It’s freezing out there.’

‘We’ll stay on the move.’ Chloe kissed her. ‘See you later.’

‘I’ll wait up, as usual,’ lied her mother.

She closed them out into the night, and they fell into a step made awkward by the narrow footpath and the fact that Bass held Janey’s hand. Janey was in boots and tight jeans, but a giant jumper swamped her top half. Bass was neat, all in black, his mean punched-flat little face like a clock-dial sticking out of his skivvy neck.

‘So what’ve you been doing with yourself, Bass?’ said Chloe to break the silence.

‘Oh, hanging around.’

Yeah, whose neck? ‘Working?’

‘Yeah, a bit. What about you?’

‘Oh, the same.’

‘Still living off Mum and Dad, I see.’

Chloe cleared her throat and shot a glance at Janey. ‘Where are you kipping these nights, Bass?’

Janey laughed nervously. ‘He’s with me,’ she apologised.

‘Paying much rent, Bass?’ Chloe asked softly. ‘Putting in for food, are you? Running a vacuum over the carpet? Putting out the garbage?’

‘Oh yeah, and you’re so good, Chloe,’ snapped Bass. ‘So bloody perfect in every way.’

‘Oh, stop it, you two,’ said Janey weakly.

‘Like, it’s so cool cleaning the toilet,’ Bass added.

‘Like, it’s so cool sitting on a dirty one,’ Chloe murmured.

‘What, you scared some bacteria might migrate onto your squeaky-clean arse? Only living thing that would.’

‘Oh yeah? I seem to recall someone, sometime not too long ago, sitting across from me at Connie’s, cooing, “So who’s the real Chloe Hunter, then?”’

‘Will you two, please … ?’ Janey sighed. ‘All I want you to do is sit in a darkened room for ninety minutes together without killing each other.’

Chloe halted, and the other two collided with her and fell back. ‘I’m not sure that’s possible, actually,’ she apologised to Janey.

‘Yeah, why’n’t you dip out now?’ said Bass, pulling Janey in beside him. She staggered and looked at the ground.

‘Because she deserves better company than a leech like you.’

Bass shrugged. ‘If the girl wants to be sucked, I’m happy to do the sucking.’

Chloe looked at Janey. ‘When did he turn up?’ she asked conversationally.

‘Couple of days ago.’ Janey’s eyes pleaded with Chloe.

Chloe nodded. Bass stuck out his chin and hissed at her. Janey looked down again.

‘You know you’re too good for him,’ Chloe said.

‘Get fucked. You think you’re too good for anyone.’ Bass made to step around Chloe, tried to drag Janey with him.

‘Call me if you need me, Janey.’

‘Yeah, I will.’ Janey looked up, and for a moment it was as if just the two of them were standing on the street together. Then Bass tugged her hand and Chloe saw the shutters go down in Janey’s eyes, and turned away so she wouldn’t have to watch her going.
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‘Bum.’ Chloe slammed the front door.

Pete and Joy’s heads lifted above a Scrabble game. Dane glanced around the paper, feet up on the couch.

‘Was that that cad and bounder who left Janey in Coffs?’ said her mother. Chloe nodded, still too disappointed to speak.

‘Well, I’m glad you’re back,’ said Pete gloomily. ‘You can help me think of a word with seven consonants.’

‘Sounds like fun compared to what I was facing. Let me get this coat off.’

As she went upstairs, Nick’s laughter rolled down to meet her from his room. Chloe felt unaccountably depressed by it. Glancing in as she passed, she saw Nick with his feet on his desk, Isaac lounging on Nick’s bed.

Isaac was saying, ‘… eighteenth-century silver snuffboxes or something. I’m not interested in that. I’m talking about how they live, how they move around—’

Chloe went into her room and threw her dustcoat and scarf on the bed. She felt like throwing herself down, too, and crying for hours. She felt bone-tired and old. She listened to the voices wordlessly vibrating her wall and door. What would it be like to have a friend who stayed on an even keel week in week out, whose state of mind didn’t have to be always monitored and tinkered with? It would certainly be more peaceful, and she might have the time to be more sensitive to other changes—milder ones like her own premenstrual sadness, or the way her father turned short-tempered in humid weather—if she weren’t always keeping an eye on Janey’s huge ups and downs and trying to minimise their effects.

Then again, it might be boring. There’d been plenty of straight, steady people to hang out with at school, but they’d all seemed timid beside Janey. Teachers had warned Chloe that Janey was ‘not a good influence’, and their warnings had been like a signpost: INTERESTING THINGS COULD HAPPEN HERE—STICK AROUND. Chloe had watched in a kind of awe as Janey met life head-on, knocking aside doubts and hesitations like so many plywood stage-flats. She’d been grateful to be rescued from her own timidity, her own steadiness. She’d felt herself change, gaining courage and curiosity and some of Janey’s weird sense of humour.

But Janey was so undiscriminating—that was what got to Chloe sometimes. Janey was probably quite happily letting Bass bully her into seeing the Van Damme movie instead of the Daniel Day Lewis one. It was only when Chloe and Bass were there together, and going for each other, that Janey suffered. Otherwise it was perfectly fine for her to be with Bass or Chloe separately. Couldn’t she see how much of herself went to waste, was lost on a person like Bass? Couldn’t she hear how leaden and boring the conversation had to become to include him?

‘Come on, Clo,’ said Pete when she appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘It’s our turn and I’m desperate.’

‘Brmfskg,’ she said. ‘Qltwrdl. Chmplnk. Any of those.’
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‘Because I miss you, turkey,’ Janey had said on the telephone.

‘As long as you don’t bring Bonzo.’

El Bahsa’s windows and door were steamed up. When Chloe opened the door the cappuccino machine was gasping and shushing desperately to keep pace with all the customers.

Janey sat right down the back eating chocolate-powdered milk froth. She looked up and gave an ashamed smile. ‘He had nowhere else to go,’ she insisted as Chloe slid into the seat opposite.

‘You pop-head—where’s he been for the past three months, then?’

‘All over the place.’

‘Yeah, I’ll bet he has. Keep moving, keep running away.’

‘Well, it was a bit like that. You know what happened to him in Coffs Harbour?’

‘Let me see now.’ Chloe’s eyes ran along the pyramids of biscuits and pastries.

‘He was raped.’

‘It must’ve been pitch dark,’ said Chloe. ‘Cappuccino, please,’ she said to the passing waiter.

‘It’s true! Like, he went to a bar and this guy, this accountant, said he had a bottle of Jim Beam in his hotel room—’

‘Don’t tell me,’ Chloe jumped in. ‘He woke up in the morning bleeding, with about fifty metres of blue toilet paper up him.’ Janey looked stunned. ‘He was too ashamed of what had happened to come back and talk to you, and settle up the motel bill. He got this idea in his head that the guy was after him. He just went, man, he was so freaked.’

‘When did he tell you?’

Chloe fixed Janey with a look. ‘He didn’t. It was all in Saturday’s paper. It happened to a guy called Matthew Barnum two years ago.’

‘What, the same thing?’ Janey looked horrified. ‘What, the guy’s still on the loose? After two—’

‘Don’t you get it?’ Chloe grabbed Janey’s hands. She made herself speak gently. ‘Bass runs out of friends. Bass finds paper in garbage bin. Bass reads about Barnum. Bass sees Janey. “Ah, free accommodation. Maybe even some money,” thinks Bass.’

Janey pulled her hands away.

‘“What happened up the Gold Coast, you fleck?” asks Janey. Bass opens mouth—Barnum story tumbles out. “Poor Bass,” says Janey. “Come on home with me.”’

Janey stared at the shortbread crescents drenched with icing sugar. ‘You really think?’

‘I really think.’ The cappuccino came. Chloe sugared and stirred it. ‘Monkey see, monkey do. You’re lucky you didn’t end up stuffed with blue toilet paper.’

Janey looked startled. The laughter hit them at the same microsecond. Chloe’s cappuccino froth flew off the cup, giving her a white goatee and snowing to the table. They shook and swayed about, their faces red.

‘Oh God, what a dreg,’ Chloe moaned when she could.

‘Who—him or me?’

‘Him, of course.’ After some more sighing and giggling, she asked, ‘Will you please give him the boot?’

‘Oh, Cole. You know me. I’m so weak. He won’t hang around long.’

‘Has he been okay to you? Can’t see any bruises.’

‘Oh, he says things, that’s all. Just words.’

‘Water off a duck’s back, eh?’

‘Yeah, I can handle it,’ said Janey, averting her eyes.

Chloe leaned across the table and stared at her.

‘I know. It’s bad,’ Janey finally admitted. ‘It is. If I could meet you here sometimes … ?’

Chloe pressed her lips together, but the words burst through them. ‘You dip, that was supposed to be your place!’

‘I know. I know. I know. I know. I’m sorr— It just hasn’t worked out that way, okay?’

‘It’s not a matter of working out. Just tell the little gnome to shove off!’ Chloe watched Janey on the pin for a moment, those slow, helpless limbs moving, suffering. ‘Okay. I’ll be here same time, same place, every day—except Wednesday; I’ve got a fitting then. I’ll bring a book, in case it’s hard for you to get away. And don’t tell Bonzo it’s me you’re coming out to see.’ Janey looked up, the gratitude in her eyes ready to spill out of her mouth. ‘And don’t say anything!’
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Walking home with sadness all through her as if her blood was aching, Chloe found herself walking a block behind Isaac. She recognised the calf-length coat, solid black with never a hair or speck of lint on it (What a lovely coat! she remembered Joy saying. Look at that lining—teal, I’d say that colour was), and the scarf, a black and emerald tartan with a single red cross-thread. Lucky, clean, steady, tasteful Isaac with his mission in life. In the pale winter sunlight, he skirted the scrabbled callistemons crowding the footpath, and probably didn’t feel the least cramp of his heart in his chest, the least twinge of the poignancy of … of it all—of this scene with himself in it and Chloe following unnoticed behind, of the bigger things, the thoughts and fears that pressed on her out of this apparent peacefulness.

‘Ee oop.’ She was at the gate as he lifted his hand to the doorknocker.

‘Oh, hullo.’ He stood back while she unlocked the door.

In the past Chloe had sometimes disobeyed the unspoken rules between herself and Isaac, just to disquiet him. Like meeting his eyes for more than the barest polite second. Like standing just slightly closer to him than he was comfortable with. Now she stood aside from the door and he passed her with a distracted half-smile and went up the stairs two at a time. She heard him say ‘Howdy’ at Nick’s door. ‘Brought you back those books …’

She leaned against the door, and could have cried. Walking away from Janey (and away from Bass, of course), Isaac walking away from her—she was hit by the loneliness of it all of a sudden, by the solitude of her own figure in the street, in her house. Everyone else’s lives seemed so populated and busy, Mum’s and Dad’s at work and socially, Pete’s at school, Nick’s with Isaac and everyone they knew at uni. Hers had only Janey, and Janey took up all the room in it and more when she was there, but she left a whole lot empty when she wasn’t.
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A loud knock on the front door startled Chloe as she was coming downstairs for tea. When she opened the door, Janey’s brother Nathan leaned there, one broad shoulder against the frame. He had grown. He had muscles; he’d never had muscles before. Chloe kept her eyes on his face, but she could see them lower down, on display in the tight windcheater with the sleeves torn off.

He was chewing. He chewed at Chloe. ‘Shitface here?’

Something ground to a halt inside her. ‘Beg your pardon?’

‘My sister, bitch. She here?’

‘No. She’s not.’

He stopped her closing the door with his boot toe. He sniggered and chewed. ‘I’d tell you to get fucked, ’cept I know no one’d ’ave ya. Frigid bitch.’

Chloe pulled the door open and kicked him hard on the shin with a Blundstone. He snatched his leg back, swearing. She slammed the door and he started to kick it. She hopped back onto the bottom stair. The door shuddered—she was sure it wouldn’t hold. Joy came hurrying from the kitchen. ‘For heaven’s sake, who is it?’

‘Nathan. Don’t open—!’ Chloe’s hands flew to her face.

Joy opened the door. Nathan froze with a leg raised. ‘What seems to be the problem, Nathan?’

He lowered his boot. ‘Nothin’. Lookin’ for my sister.’

Joy examined the kick-marks on the door. ‘No you’re not. You’re damaging my property. Not to mention threatening my daughter.’

Nathan shrugged and began to turn away. Chloe marvelled at her mother’s power.

‘Janey’s not here,’ Joy went on. ‘If she hasn’t said where she is, she obviously doesn’t want to see you, so just get off her case. Go and get on with your own life.’

Nathan looked back at Joy with dislike before she closed the door again. They listened for his footsteps on the front path. ‘What a goon,’ murmured Joy. ‘Poor girl hasn’t got much of a chance with that following her around.’
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‘You should see this girlfriend he’s got,’ said Nick. ‘Phwoar!’

He and Chloe and Dane were making pizza. Dane dug in the fridge for ingredients. ‘Bit of all right, is she?’

Nick appeared not to know where to start. Chloe, slicing salami thinly, waited for him to speak, but he continued to grate mozzarella.

‘How’d they get together?’ she said finally.

‘Oh, some Bellevue Hill bash. Parents all in attendance, throwing the young people into each other’s arms, totting up the inheritances.’

‘Oh, so she comes with a good big herd of cattle?’ The sourness of Chloe’s voice surprised her, as did the faintly de-stabilised feeling.

‘Prestige cars,’ said Nick. ‘Her father’s an importer.’

‘So’s he madly in love? Isaac, I mean,’ said Chloe.

Nick stuck out his bottom lip. ‘Dunno. He’s the kind of guy keeps it all under his hat, that kind of thing. He’s not stupid about her. God, I’d be.’

Dane let a capsicum, a paper bag of mushrooms and some tomatoes spill from his arms onto the bench-top. ‘Yeah, but you’re stupid about most girls, briefly.’ He grinned at Chloe; after a second she realised she was supposed to smile back, and did.

‘Will he bring her on Sunday, d’you think?’

‘Yeah, so we can all have a good perve,’ said Dane.

‘Or would we be too lower-middle for her?’ Chloe said, and then shut her mouth determinedly.

‘He might, I guess. Her name’s Rachel. Nice name, isn’t it?’

Dane looked at him wide-eyed. ‘Think I’d better warn him to leave Rachel at home, if he wants to keep her.’

Nick grinned without looking up from the grating. Chloe thought they were both disgusting.
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On Saturday Janey didn’t turn up at El Bahsa’s, so Chloe went to fetch her.

She heard the television yammering a football game as she rounded the back corner of the house, and the kind of loud honking boys did together, trying to impress each other with sheer noise and profanity. The noise stopped her, and she stood in the yard assessing how many of them were in there, and listening for Janey’s voice.

The potato woman came out of the laundry with her endless basket of washing. She nodded at Chloe. ‘Been a bit of a party in there.’

‘Sounds like it.’

‘Going all night, that nonsense was. I’ve had to throw my weight around a bit.’

‘I’m sorry about that. Janey gets a bit crazy sometimes.’

The woman looked wry, lugging the laundry down the steps as if it were an enormous child. ‘Doesn’t bother me. I’m up all night anyway—I’m not the sleeping type. Some of the others get a bit narked, though. You might tell her.’

A cheer went up in Janey’s room, part televised, part real. Chloe groaned inwardly, then squared her shoulders and opened the door without knocking. No one turned. Chloe waded through them to the television, pulled the plug from the wall, turned to face their roar. One of the bigger ones staggered upright and bleared at her, shouting. She clapped him on one meaty shoulder.

‘You want to be here when her dad gets here? Fine. You don’t? Clear out.’ Chloe began to tidy up pizza boxes and drink cans.

‘Her old man’s comin’!’ The mob galvanised itself and began to funnel out the door. ‘Let’s hit Rizzetti’s place!’

‘Move it,’ said Chloe to a few stragglers, kicking one awake. ‘If you value your life. You don’t want to get caught here.’

‘Shit,’ the sleeping one said groggily, and crawled away.

Most of Janey was behind the bed, but her head and white shoulders were visible, rocking. Chloe recognised Bass’s voice being forced up from beneath her.

‘Your dad’s on his way, Janey,’ Chloe called out, for Bass’s benefit. Janey went on rocking, eyes closed and mouth slightly open. Her face was slack with exhaustion, white, with spectacular purple rings under the eyes, a patchy rash reddening her jawline and neck. Around the bin at the end of the bed was a litter of torn condom foils.

Chloe tidied as she waited, gathering everything—bin contents, shoes, bottles—into a shiny fresh garbage bag. ‘Come on, Bass. Her dad thinks she’s a virgin. He finds you here, he’ll string you up himself, with one hand. He’s bigger than about five of you put together.’

She was really talking to amuse herself, but Bass began to carry on. ‘Come on, let me up, you mad bitch. Jesus. Come on. I’m all done.’ His voice sounded squashed and desperate.

Chloe smiled, hoving into his view over Janey’s shoulder. ‘Oh, but Bass,’ she purred. ‘It’s polite to let the lady finish, don’t you know?’

‘Fuck off.’ Bass, naked, was no bigger than a ten-year-old, with preternaturally old eyes shining between bed and wall. His body was like some kind of small utensil forking beneath Janey, his white legs splashed with bruises, nervously kicking at Chloe. She bent down and tickled his foot-soles and he flailed and swore. Janey continued to pin him and to move evenly, as if in a trance. Bass was almost crying with rage.

‘Her dad won’t be lo-ong,’ Chloe sang. ‘Five minutes tops. And boy, is he mad.’

She wandered away with her bag to deal with the smaller rubbish, bubble-gum wrappers, olives and pineapple chunks from pizzas, cigarette butts and ashtrays. She took the bag out and put it in one of the wheely-bins, then sat on the veranda breathing the fresher air.

The landlady was hanging out a row of trousers upside down, their flat legs pegged to each other like paper people’s. She looked out over a crotch. ‘What’d you use—tear gas?’

Bass charged out, shirt flying, jeans not done up, clutching his shoes. Chloe smiled sweetly at him. ‘Fear gas,’ she said. He curled his lip at her and ran away around the corner.

Chloe went inside. Janey was a wrapped lump on the bed, her breathing sleep-deep and clear in the carpeted quietness. Her hot-metal odour thickened the air. Chloe opened the French windows and the outside air began to roll in, cold and slow. She re-made the brick-and-plank shelves, stacked the spilt books, took a clean towel to the wet patch behind the bed and stood on it soaking the wet into the dry. Heat rose from the floor, banked up as if in a sun-warmed wall. Chloe leaned down and touched Janey’s rasped cheek, the slightly scaly heat of it. She clicked her tongue. ‘What I do for you, you nong.’

She stood there, moving from foot to foot on the towel, hands in her coat pockets. Her friend’s hair sprayed across the pillow; her friend’s face scowled slightly, pouted in sleep.
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‘Yer, I’m hopeless, I know.’

Chloe hit Janey’s arm. ‘Will you stop that? You just need to have somewhere that’s yours, that’s all, where no one else’s got the right to barge in. I mean, how many of those guys are going to come tooling around now, any time they’re feeling itchy?’

‘I know. I wasn’t thinking, was I? I never do.’

‘No, but if you think beforehand, and make rules, so that when you’re not thinking you’re not letting some little dreg do your thinking for you …’

Janey raised her eyes to the traffic. Every few vehicles someone stared at them, or whistled, or shouted. She gave them all the same dogged stare. She was showered and wore make-up; the face-rash had become powdery plateaus that only Chloe was close enough to see. Her eyes were clear and wakeful, the whites clean white; her dreadlocks sprang damp into the cold air. She looked almost skinny, tight-jeaned and in a new black top that showed a semicircle of cleavage from shoulder to shoulder, the skin white and fine-grained, with a small tuck taken in between her breasts.

Chloe sighed. Janey turned to her, and a half-apologetic, half-triumphant smile lit her face and made Chloe feel mean for trying to rein her in, damp her down, control her.

‘I’m hanging out for some caffeine and sugar, mate,’ said Janey’s black-rimmed carmine lips.

‘Proper food first,’ said Chloe, steering her past El Bahsa’s.

‘Aw, don’t be such a mother.’

‘Oh, that’s a term of abuse, now, is it?’

‘Those guys last night were all saying it,’ Janey giggled. ‘To each other, not to me.’

‘I hope you told them where to go.’

‘I didn’t hear ’em until now. It just sank in. “Such a mother,” like it was the worst thing—’

‘That is so off.’

‘Only because you’ve got a brilliant mother. The rest of us, who’re just trying to forget …’

‘Maybe.’ It wasn’t healthy to think about Janey’s mum for too long—about any members of Janey’s family, in fact. Even about Janey, sometimes.

She sat Janey down in a café and made her eat soup and salad and a bread roll. The afternoon sun fired straight down the street, and the gold reflections off every cruising bit of chrome and car trim slid like dance-floor lights around the café walls.

‘Ah, what’d I do without you?’ Janey sighed after the first few mouthfuls.

‘Starve.’

‘Like, I’d never even think of doing this for myself.’

‘I know. You’d have cake and coffee five times a day until you thrushed yourself off the planet.’

Janey chortled. ‘I like that, thrushed yourself.’ Chloe could hear the soup doing Janey good, the cells crying out their thanks.

Two spoonfuls later, Janey sighed again and sat back. ‘What a night,’ she said, stretching, her eyes vaguely stroking through the traffic.

‘I don’t need to know,’ said Chloe.

‘Don’t worry. It’s all boring when you talk about it. Like listening to people’s dreams, or their drug experiences. What can I tell you, that’d be interesting?’ Janey sat forward and slurped more soup, with relish.

‘When you’re going to fall in love, like everyone else.’

Janey grinned. ‘Have to be a pretty special sort of guy.’ She wiggled her thick, black eyebrows. ‘I don’t see the point, myself. All that angst. Seems to me to be a sort of very complicated way for two people to annoy each other. Not very enjoyable.’

‘You’re talking about me and Theo. I’m talking about someone it’d work with, for you.’

‘Nah, no one’s come close.’

Chloe laughed. ‘How can you tell? You never look past their penises!’

‘I’m not a snob. I like them all.’

‘What, the penises?’

‘Whatever I see of them. It’s true. I just like. Like ’em all. Never anything stronger. Just, kind of, friendly, you know?’ She smiled out the window.

Chloe folded a paper napkin into a crown. ‘ “In adulthood she was a sad woman, unable to form lasting relationships,”’ she quoted dolefully. ‘I read that in the paper on the weekend. It seems to be one thing you’re supposed to be able to do, to be a grown-up.’

‘What, get past the first poke and start talking?’

‘Get past difficulties. Sustain friendships, boyfriendships. Et cetera.’

Janey shrugged. ‘It’s okay, I do go on feeling friendly. I don’t have difficulties.’

‘Oh, Janey.’

‘It’s true! When Bass says that stuff, for example, I’m like, it’s his problem, isn’t it? Just because he’s dumping it on me doesn’t mean I have to feel dumped on.’

‘I’d swear you had Alzheimer’s sometimes, Janey. Just a few days ago you were sitting in El Bahsa’s, huddled down about the size of a flea!’

‘Yeah, but it passed.’ Janey waved it away. ‘I was low myself —that was separate from what Bass was on about. Besides, it wouldn’t be him. Like, I wouldn’t tell him, about Eddie or anything.’

‘But think about it, if you did have someone you could tell about Eddie or anything. If you had a whole bunch of friends.’

‘Oh, but where am I going to find anyone who puts up with as much as you? Not just you—your whole family. You just think the world’s full of smart, wonderful people like you, but it’s actually full of sad, scared dimwits.’

‘Foof. You just move in the wrong circles.’

Janey smiled at Chloe indulgently. ‘Yeah? And where are the right circles, powerbrain?’

‘All around you. Everywhere. All through. I know you think it’s money and status that makes it, but it’s not.’

Janey looked sceptical and slurped more soup.

Chloe watched her, her familiar face under the fierce make-up. ‘You might think about women some time. The sex thing wouldn’t get in the way, then.’

Janey snorted. ‘Wanna bet?’

‘Like Mrs O’Spud, at your place.’

Janey nearly dipped her face in her soup, laughing. ‘Mrs O’Spud. She is, isn’t she? You can imagine she’s got little pink eyes all over her. Under those smocks.’

‘Dimples.’ Chloe waited until the joke had passed. ‘Well, she’s pretty cool. And she stays up all night, which is ideal for someone who keeps your hours.’

‘I do. I already talk to her. Bette, her name is, with an E, like Bette Midler. She’s on her own, too. Maybe she can’t form lasting relationships either. No, that’s not true. Thirty-five years she was married to, what’s his name? Stan. Stan,’ she added with a false-toothed whistle. ‘Bless him. He’s with the angels now.’

‘Oh no, like that, is she?’

‘No. I’m just being silly. God, look at that salad.’ She pulled the bowl towards her and beamed at Chloe.

Chloe watched her eat, feeling severe, like her Personal Nutrition Monitor. ‘So, will Bass come back tonight, you think?’

‘Probably. Can I not-be-home at your place?’

‘Sure. Long as you leave my brothers alone.’

‘How about your gorgeous dad? He’s so kissable with his grizzly little beard, so cute! And he’s so happy all the time.’ She sighed at the mystery of it.

‘Janey.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll be good.’

‘Promise now. This is the rule, to keep you in line later, when you stop thinking.’

‘Okay. I promise. I won’t touch. I won’t even flirt. I’m not really—you know—anyway. Wrong time of the month. It was only because they were there, last night.’

‘Good. We’ll watch a video and have hot milk and wear flannelette pyjamas.’

‘Cor, you guys really know how to live.’
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‘So have you been home since?’ said Dane, efficiently stirring the coals and putting the poker back on its hook.

‘Nope. I shouldn’t need to. I’ve had everything changed, Social Security and that.’ Janey and Chloe sat at the table eating slabs of a cake they’d just made. ‘I’m eighteen now; there’s no need for them to know where I am.’

‘They might still try to find out.’ Dane sat down with them and took a gulp of coffee.

‘Oh yeah, well … They won’t go to the cops, anyway.’ Janey took another enormous bite of cake.

‘I can see Nathan getting it into his head to hunt for you and follow you home,’ said Chloe.

‘Nah, he hardly steps outside the house—oops.’ A spray of crumbs had hit the table. She started to pick them up with a licked fingertip. ‘I mean, he goes to work, but apart from that he just stays in his room with his Penthouse, or watches television. Oh, he’s started going to a gym, too.’ Chloe made a face. ‘Anyway, I thought about that, I told you.’ Janey winked at her.

Chloe grinned. ‘Janey’s thinking of changing her appearance,’ she told her father.

‘Look at him!’ Janey laughed. ‘He’s thinking, “Well, she couldn’t make herself look any worse!” Aren’t you, Dane?—it’s written all over your face! You can’t get out of it!’

Dane put on a blisteringly innocent look, then said, ‘Change I can imagine. What I can’t imagine is Janey looking inconspicuous.’

‘Like, normal?’ Janey kept on laughing.

‘Well, I can’t imagine walking past you and not noticing you.’

‘Ah, it’s just this hair, and all the make-up.’

‘Um, and sometimes the clothes,’ Chloe reminded her. ‘Like, the vinyls.’

‘Yeah, I guess. Anyone else want more cake?’ She picked up her plate and went into the kitchen.

Isaac came down from Nick’s room, gave his expressionless nod to Chloe and Dane and left a pile of books on the table. He took two mugs out to the kitchen. He and Janey said hi, and Janey came back. Without looking at it she picked up the top book in her sticky fingers. She started leafing through it automatically. Chloe watched her switch from vague to sighted.

‘Well, you know, I can just not wear the vinyls,’ she said doubtfully, and was gone into the book, scowling.

Chloe peered across. ‘What is it?’

Janey’s head joggled. ‘Leaves, walls, piles of rocks. They’re—who is this guy?’ She checked the cover. ‘Some kind of artist.’ She gave a little disbelieving hoot of laughter and leafed more slowly, and leafed back, and began reading captions, one by one, and searching the black and white photographs.

‘Ja-ney!’ Chloe tut-tutted and brushed some crumbs from the glossy pages.

Isaac came back. He fetched his coat and shrugged it on, glancing at the book over Janey’s shoulder. ‘Andy Gold-sworthy. He’s good, isn’t he?’ He said it as if of course they’d all know the man’s work well.

‘Is this …’ Janey sounded truly puzzled. ‘Is this, like, art?’

Isaac seemed taken aback. ‘Well, a pile of people seem to think so. I guess it’s a matter of opinion.’

‘Oh, I’m not slagging him or anything,’ said Janey, not looking up. ‘I just … It’s not like art so much; it’s like, just, something you’d do.’

Chloe got up to look at the book too. It was full of black and white photographs of stones piled in columns on the seashore, beehive shapes built of flints or tiles of ice, body-shadows printed with rain on grass. ‘Things you’d do, Janey, only on a bigger scale, maybe.’

‘But he doesn’t sell this stuff?’ Janey insisted to Isaac. ‘Look at this, these leaves. It’s like those fish, in Japan, the poison ones. Pufferfish?’

‘Blowfish?’ said Isaac. ‘You’re right. The way they lay them out in slivers around the plate.’

‘And you get one dud sliver and you’re dead. But, it says, he just lets them blow away. Takes a photo and then goes away. How does he live?’

‘Sells the photos,’ suggested Chloe. ‘Puts them into this book and sells them at sixty dollars a hit. What I Did on My Holidays—built a pile of stones.’

‘Oh, I like them. I like the idea,’ said Janey.

‘You must be an artist too,’ said Isaac.

Chloe instantly felt very plain and un-artistic. She sat down.

Janey looked up as if Isaac had just recited a proverb in a foreign language and she was waiting for a translation. His eyebrows peeped briefly over the top of his glasses-rims. Janey looked down at the book, stilled.

‘I’ll leave it here if you like,’ said Isaac, picking up the rest of the pile.

‘Yeah? Mad.’ She turned another page.

He wound his scarf around his neck. ‘See you all later, then.’ His eyes met Chloe’s over Janey’s head like parents’ over a sickly child. She nodded his smileless nod back at him.

[image: image]

‘He’s nice, Isaac,’ said Janey next morning. They were walking down King Street on their way to her place. She had the Goldsworthy book under her arm.

‘You reckon?’ said Chloe.

‘He is! He’s very … gee, he’s changed, hasn’t he?’

‘Has he?’ said Chloe, turning away to watch the traffic.

‘Remember what a weed he was? And all the spots? Poor bloke; I used to feel so sorry for him. And now he’s … up there, and so clever-looking!’

‘It’s just those industrial-strength specs he wears.’

‘You reckon? And his body—’

‘Don’t start about bodies!’

Janey laughed. ‘No, just this one. He’s gone all bumpy. Big bumpy nose, Adam’s apple, forehead—’

‘He’s always had the nose.’

‘Oh, gee, you’re mean!’

Chloe cackled.

‘And I bet under all those dark intellectual jumpers there’s some good stuff,’ Janey went on. ‘You see him yesterday, putting on that coat? Good broad shoulders. He’s really kind of chunked out—not in a fat way, though.’

‘And there you were, looking at blowfish leaves and talking about art—well, I was fooled!’ Janey nudged her almost off the kerb. ‘Anyway, he’s the same cold fish he always was.’

‘Oh, bull. He’s perfectly nice.’

‘Very polite. Scrupulously polite, but with that basilisk stare.’

‘What the flipping heck’s a basilisk?’

‘I don’t know. A lizard that turns people into stone just by looking at them? Something like that.’

‘A gargoyle, isn’t it? On a church?’

‘You’re thinking of a basilica, as in St Peter’s.’

‘I don’t know what I’m thinking of.’

They went into Janey’s house.

‘Your friends find you, love?’ called Bette from the kitchen as they passed.

‘What friends?’

‘Friends?’ echoed Chloe. ‘She hasn’t got any friends, have you, Janey?’

‘Nope. You’re it.’

‘Those lads. Three or four of them. Came by last night. Said they’d check at your mum and dad’s place.’

‘Ho, they won’t get out alive.’ Janey grinned. She opened the door and stood there, pawing inside the door frame for the light switch. A powerful sour smell began to taint the hallway.

‘Don’t look, don’t look,’ said Chloe. She tried to pull Janey back, but Janey stood solid, examining everything—the clothes and bed-linen piled and peed on, the arcs of splashed beer across the wallpaper, the books thrown, splayed, trampled, torn to pieces, torn to confetti, some of them.

‘Gee, I didn’t … didn’t realise you had so much stuff,’ Chloe tried to joke. Bette stood behind her, peering past them, her hands to her cheeks. The skin on her fingers was glossy like the cloth of a worn suit.

Janey strode to the bedside table. ‘Oh God, they’ve gone! They’ve taken them!’

‘What?’

‘My Eddies! My pho—ah!’ She snatched an envelope from the floor and several photographs slid out. ‘Oh, thank—’ She sat on the edge of the bared blue mattress and sorted through the photos. Her hands shook. ‘They’re all here. Phew. Oh.’ She held them to her chest and struggled to smile at Chloe, her face still ragged with leftover fear.

‘But how can this’ve happened?’ Bette leaned in the doorway, nearly in tears herself. ‘Oh, love, I must be getting old, not to’ve heard anything.’

Chloe opened the curtains, found the French windows loose, a reddish wood splintering out of the many layers of paint. ‘A crowbar,’ said Chloe, pointing out the marks to Bette.

‘Some people,’ said Bette. ‘Some people. All your things. How could I not’ve heard, with a crowbar?’

‘Oh, look, they’ve left the teeve.’ Janey sounded a trifle hysterical. ‘They must be going to come back for the big game today.’

‘What game’s that, love?’

‘I don’t know. Isn’t there always some kind of big game, match of the day …?’ She got up and ran her hand across a beer stain. ‘This is almost dry. They must have come back pretty well straight away.’

‘Bass, you reckon?’

Janey shook her head. ‘I don’t have a clue, really. Could’ve been anyone. Could’ve been someone I don’t even know, couldn’t it? If they’d really wanted to hurt me they’d’ve ripped these up.’ She waved the photos.

‘Oh, love,’ said Bette.

Janey seemed to notice her for the first time. She laughed and crossed the room to her. ‘Don’t get all upset, Bette. It’s only a few things, a few bits and pieces. What does Nick call them, Cole?’ She put her arms around Bette’s shoulders.

‘Objets.’

‘There. Objays. Nothing to cry about.’

‘But, coming in … and putting filth! Someone here should’ve heard. If that useless Ken was in, I’d tell him off all right. I’d make him come and clean up. Right next door—he must have heard something, he must’ve.’

Chloe was gathering intact books. There were only ten or so; Janey would only need one shelf now. She stepped over the wreckage and piled them on the bedside table. Then she fetched a garbage bag and started piling in torn pages, covers that swung pageless, beer-sogged wads of text.

‘Well, they didn’t enjoy Lady Chatterley,’ she said, plopping half of it into the bag. She looked up, and Janey was smiling wryly back at her, and Bette looking bewildered.
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‘Rachel, it’s lovely to meet you. Come in.’

Up in her room, Chloe paused in her hair-brushing.

Rachel said, ‘How do you do?’

‘Come through,’ said Joy.

Chloe had been about to go down. Instead she went to her window and peered down through the glass roof of the dining room. She saw Joy naming them around the table, saw Maurice and Jube and Carl smile and the others nod and Rachel’s dark frizzy hair, a longer version of Isaac’s, nod back. Isaac and Rachel sat down at the table, and Chloe could see Rachel’s pale, pointed face among the hair, and the difference in Isaac’s bearing, his consideration-of-Rachel turning his body slightly towards her.

Chloe kept brushing; it was one of those activities that needn’t ever finish if she didn’t want it to, and it made soothing noise in her head that stopped her thinking. Then she found herself in the middle of her room, pulling every last hair from the brush bristles. She put the puff of hair in the bin and sat on the end of her bed staring at the brush. Maybe she didn’t have the energy to go down today, to face all those people, to make all those hullos. Rachel probably felt like this when she got up this morning, but then that momentum of being-in-love-with-Isaac would have picked her up and carried her here, because it was new with them, still, and anything done with Isaac was worth doing. Chloe remembered that elation of being picked out right at the start, a solitary being with no family around her, shining in her own self that suddenly seemed so defined and so wonderful, reflected in Theo’s eyes.

She stood up abruptly, and caught her own eye in the wardrobe mirror. Yuk. It was these clothes. She looked like a dying moth, flap flap, flutter flutter, everything pale and wan. The faded print on the long skirt—that could even be floral. Almost shuddering, she shed the layers, and put on jeans so rarely worn they almost creaked when she bent, and a close-fitting top. Now I look like a sex bomb, she sneered at herself in the mirror, and softened the top a little with a blue cotton blouse tucked into the jeans, and tied her hair back into a thick plait. Farm girl, she thought, pulling on her boots. Bushwalker, charity car-washer, eater of wholemeal. She debated whether to take out the stud in her nostril, but decided that would be going too far.

She went to the window again. Rachel down there like a delicate smiling toy, Isaac’s hand on her thigh under the table—what is wrong with this picture? What exactly is the problem here?

She looked again in the mirror. ‘God, it’ll do! It’ll do just fine!’ Suddenly she was all jittery energy, slimlined and sparky and focused. She was downstairs and in the kitchen and carrying the bowl of pasta to the table, smiling and saying hello to Carl, Jube, Maurice.

‘And this is Chloe,’ Isaac said to Rachel. ‘Chloe, I want you to meet Rachel.’

‘Hi, Rachel,’ said Chloe, careful not to overdo the smiling or the casual tone.

‘Hullo, Chloe.’ Chloe hated the prettiness of her own name, suddenly, hearing it in that mouth. We aren’t precious treasured daughters together, she thought fiercely, with our pretty names. Why do they call girls these things, these decorative, sappy things? I mean, Chloe; I mean, Tinkerbell!

It was easier, though, to have the introductions out of the way. Chloe could just sit back in her family, invisible, watching. She felt weirdly as if they were being showcased; she found herself stealthily monitoring Rachel’s reactions, which were faultless: polite, understated, faintly ironic at times. She had a nice, intelligent smile. She was perfectly likeable, Chloe heard a voice in her head insisting. And Isaac did seem to like her, and there was a certain thing between them that Chloe assumed was sexual, despite their eyes not meeting; it was to do with points of contact being maintained—shoulders, knees, hands—

‘What’s Janey up to today?’ said Maurice on Chloe’s left.

‘Tidying up. Making covers to disguise her pillows as cushions. Homemaking.’ Washing pee off the walls, she added gloomily to herself.

‘Enjoying her independence? Well, she always has, hasn’t she? Been a bit of a lone wolf, in terms of her own family.’

‘She likes having her own place, that’s for sure. And they’re kind of another family there—I mean, the landlady’s lending her the sewing machine today, and there are these other tenants, all really old, like kind of grandparents.’ Chloe smiled; it was nice to have some good news of Janey, even temporarily.

‘Settling.’ Maurice paused in his eating and looked at Chloe. ‘Settling like a dragonfly, maybe.’

Chloe held up her crossed fingers and said nothing.
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Late the next evening, Chloe opened the door to Janey, who was tremulous and pale, and wearing large dark cotton-knit everything, sleeves to her fingertips, pants like bags, black sandshoes. She held up a photo of a little dark-haired boy in overalls, pushing a wooden cart full of blocks.

‘Oh, Eddie!’ Chloe snatched it, devoured it as Janey edged in, keeping her back towards Joy and Pete at the dining table. ‘Look at him! He’s just a doll. He’s just you through and through!’

‘You think? You really think he’s good-looking? I can’t tell!’

‘Of course he is. Can I show everyone? Like, Mum and Dad?’

‘Ooh, all right.’

They went through to the dining room. Joy was scowling over her tax at the one end of the table and Pete was reading for school at the other. ‘Ah, the man in your life!’ Joy said, when she saw the photo. ‘Lovely. Lovely eyes—yours, of course—’ She checked. ‘Doesn’t he look—he looks steadfast, is what it is,’ she finished, almost to herself.

Janey hovered, looking worried. ‘He’s walking really well already, they say, and starting to talk.’ She hung over Joy’s shoulder and stared at the photo. Watching her, Chloe suddenly felt the cruelty of this, this contract to salt Janey’s wounds every few months. Without these photos, she might have a chance. Chloe looked at the anger-burnished thought, and wondered what a person did with a thought like that, a thought she couldn’t speak.

Dane came from the kitchen. ‘What’s this? Oh, Janey’s boy!’ He had a good look over Joy’s head, smoothing his beard consideringly. ‘Solid little bloke, eh?’

Joy handed the photo back to Janey. ‘You should be a very proud mum,’ she said seriously. Chloe felt proud herself—or was it relieved?—that her mother always said the right thing.

‘Oh, I’m not—I don’t really do anything for him. I just admire him. He looks—he looks so—’ Janey’s face crumpled and she covered it and sobbed.

Pete looked up in alarm. Chloe put her arms around Janey, who smelled of warm cotton. The photo went over to Pete and back to Joy. Dane fetched a box of tissues from the kitchen bench.

‘He looks so happy!’ Janey finally got out. ‘And I do want him to be happy!’

‘Of course you do,’ said Joy, stroking Janey’s black locks. ‘And so he is. You made the right decision, Janey, you know you did.’

‘I don’t know I did!’ said Janey, and sank to the table, sobbing.

Catching Chloe’s full eyes, Joy said, ‘She did.’ Dumbly Chloe nodded. ‘Sometimes it doesn’t feel like it,’ Joy went on to Janey, ‘but most of the time you know, for sure, it was the very best thing you could have done for him. Don’t you?’

Janey nodded and sobbed. Then she struggled up and said, ‘Sometimes I think, if I did what all those counsellors said, and really tried—sometimes I think—I would like to, you know—have him with me?’ The last words came out as a whisper.

‘And living where? In that little room?’ said Joy gently, through Janey’s gasps and shudderings.

‘And you guys—you could help—’

Joy smiled. ‘You feel like this every time, remember, Janey? And think about it—Maxine and Terry love him too. They’ve made a life for him; they’re a family together. And look at that lovely smile. Look at him. That’s a happy boy. The thing kids want is stability—every day the same pattern so that they can get the hang of things. To switch back to living with you would be really scary for a child that age, hey?’

Janey nodded and took a fresh handful of tissues, peering over them at the photograph. Chloe dried her own eyes as her mother’s voice began to clear away the outburst feelings. Pete listened, cheek in hand, as if to a fairy story. Dane was back in the kitchen, quietly stacking the dishwasher.

‘Chloe’s the luckiest person in the world, having you,’ said Janey to Joy.

‘We-ell. You can have a few leftover bits she’s not using,’ she answered. ‘Can’t she, Clo?’

Chloe patted Janey, waiting for her to laugh, or at least smile. Instead she sighed. ‘You can’t keep on looking after me, can you?’

‘What do you mean!’ said Chloe staunchly.

Janey ignored her, searched Joy’s face. ‘Every time it’s the same, like you say. I get a photo and everything falls apart, and you guys put it all back together again for me. I can’t work out a way of doing that for myself. Why can’t I?’

‘Maybe there isn’t a way, yet.’

‘But what if there isn’t ever?’ Chloe felt fright run down Janey’s back. ‘What if I can never? And Cole minding me when I go off the deep end—what, is she going to do that for the rest of her life?’ Her voice went deep with holding back sobs, ‘I don’t think so.’

Chloe felt excluded, talked about as if she wasn’t there. This was some kind of knot between her mother and Janey; something bigger and more complicated than the simple promise Chloe had made, back when the pattern of Janey’s hormones was first making itself obvious. Had it been silly, childish, to offer her help? Was it something she and Janey ought to grow out of? Ought Janey to be trying to cast her off? This seemed to be what, or part of what, Janey and Joy were wrestling about. Chloe stood to one side, wondering who made all these rules, and how Janey and Joy knew about them.

Joy was in front of Janey, her arms out as if she were herding Janey’s tears back inside. ‘I can’t speak for Chloe, Janey, but you know you’re always welcome here; we know you, we love you, and most of the time we can help you.’

‘Oh, how can you,’ growled Janey. Her face was deep red and almost unrecognisable so twisted. ‘How can you know, and still … and still …’

‘Go on, finish it, Janey,’ said Joy, laughing gently.

‘And still … love.’ Janey ground out the word on a congested breath. And with it something snapped in her, and she went forward into Joy’s arms like a child crying who had broken some vital bone and couldn’t understand why the pain wouldn’t stop.

Janey had to huddle to be hugged by Joy, and Joy had to stand tall and reach up around her. Joy looked like a fine, finished person fitted around something shaggy and unmade. ‘It’ll be all right,’ she said, in a voice that was utterly convincing; Chloe felt her own fears melt and a stronger part of herself stand taller. If only she were always as sure as that herself, so that Janey only needed to lean on her, not the whole family. She had the feeling she was failing everyone, to some degree.

Pete flitted past into the kitchen. Chloe saw his and Dane’s hands collide, both reaching for the electric jug. Dane smiled and reached instead for the tin of drinking chocolate and the mugs. Chloe touched Janey’s ropy head once, then went to the kitchen to put biscuits on a plate.
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On her way up to bed, Chloe met Nick at his door.

‘Janey gone?’ he muttered.

‘Yeah.’ Chloe went past him.

‘What was it all about?’

‘Eddie.’

‘Right. I didn’t want to come down and—’

‘Yeah, we could practically hear you not wanting to come down,’ Chloe said, pausing at her door.

‘Well, I wouldn’t have been any use to her. I don’t know about all that stuff.’

Chloe stared up at him. ‘What stuff?’

‘You know, people … crying … having kids.’ Chloe gave an exaggerated blink. ‘What? What you looking at me like that for?’ An embarrassed smile curved Nick’s lips downwards.

‘Oh, like I know—like Pete—knows such a bundle!’ Her voice cracked and tears were suddenly in her eyes again. In disgust at him, at herself, she went into her room.

‘Well, you sort of do—both of you’ve got more experience with her than—’ He was at her door, stopping uncertainly when he saw her, head in hands, sitting on the bed.

She looked up savagely. ‘It never occurs to you that we might just be winging it?’ she said, and hiccupped. ‘Look, if you don’t know about people crying, why don’t you—just—bug off and stew, in your own ignorance?’ she finished indistinctly.

After a moment’s indecision he left the doorway. She kicked the door closed, hard, and put her head down and wept.
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‘There.’ Magda stood back and looked Chloe up and down. ‘Have a look at yourself.’

Chloe turned to the mirror. Her shoulders and chest had been transformed into a cleavage, a décolletage, offered brimming in the ice-blue cone of the bodice. The skirt puffed out and back in again, fairy-flossed with tulle, icicle spangles dripping through its masses.

‘Gorgeous enough, do you think?’ said Magda.

‘Pretty gorgeous,’ said Chloe. She examined her reflection again. Her own, everyday head stuck up at the top, and her feet in grey woollen socks showed at the bottom. ‘It needs the slippers and coronet, and an icily made-up face. Really. To be properly gorgeous.’

‘Time enough for that next week. I love rehearsals, don’t you? Everyone slowly going off their brains. James will be tearing out what’s left of his hair … I’m really not happy with the way this zip’s sitting at the back.’ Magda zeroed in on it, scowling.

Chloe stood still. It was funny how, when you tried to be absolutely motionless, your body still swayed just slightly, and you noticed how much your breathing moved you. You thought you could be as stiff as a doll, any time you wanted, but really you were animal—constantly, automatically in motion. Even if she fainted, her heart would go on with its work, and her lungs with theirs. Even at her stillest she was beating, running, streaming with her own life. There was nothing she could do about it.
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Isaac’s parents bought him a car. He stepped into the Hunters’ dining room jingling his keys and saying with affected nonchalance, ‘So who wants to go for a burn?’

‘Ho, there’ll be no stopping you now,’ said Dane. All of them went outside to walk around and around the thing, touching its highly polished blue-black panels reverently, Dane asking obscure questions Isaac had to consult the manual to answer.

‘Come on, then,’ said Isaac. ‘Let’s drive somewhere it’s a real chore to get to on public transport.’

‘The beach,’ suggested Pete. ‘Bondi or Manly.’

Isaac looked up at the low grey clouds, but Nick and Chloe said, ‘Yeah, let’s go and have fish and chips at the beach.’

‘Uh-uh, Chloe,’ said Isaac as she opened the back passenger door. ‘I need you in the front.’

‘What?’ She frowned.

Nick burst out laughing. ‘Gee, Zack, you’re so weak! He wants everyone to think—’ he explained to Chloe ‘—you know, the car, the bird—what a guy! Should Pete and I stay here, you reckon?’ he asked Isaac with heavy irony.

‘You can come, but only on sufferance, so behave,’ said Isaac, grinning. ‘And keep your feet off the fittings.’

Chloe got in the front. ‘Bit short of leg-room back here,’ moaned Nick.

‘See you in a little while,’ Isaac said to Joy and Dane. ‘We’ll just zip out there and back.’

‘Just don’t let our lot distract you into a power pole,’ said Joy. She fluttered her fingers at Chloe, who had just discovered the electric window button. Joy bent down and croaked, ‘Fluff up your hair a bit, darl! And where’s ya smile?’ Chloe pulled a dork-face, and Isaac drew away from the kerb.

They glided across town, across the bridge, through the suburbs to the beach. Feeble sunlight broke through the clouds as they parked; ‘I knew that was going to happen,’ said Pete.

They bought fish and chips and sat on the grass under the Norfolk pines, eating and looking out over the water to the container ships moored to the horizon.

‘This is so cool—no grown-ups,’ said Pete, through a mouthful of hot fish.

‘It’s different, isn’t it?’ said Chloe. ‘You can go anywhere, wherever you want—no plans, no packing, no having to tell anyone. And it’s so quick! You can just go, on a whim.’

‘Not to mention being able to pull the birds. Eh, mate?’ Nick thwacked Isaac on the arm.

‘Don’t be gross,’ said Isaac, reaching for the chips. He looked up and down the beachfront. ‘Look at the way they’ve crammed in these apartment blocks along the water, will you?”

‘Uh-oh. I hear shop-talk approaching,’ said Chloe.

‘Like lemmings,’ said Isaac.

‘Like what?’ said Pete.

‘We’re like lemmings that have just crawled out of the sea, Australians. Some have crawled a little way in, but most of us are just hanging on by our fingernails—’

‘Claws,’ said Chloe.

‘—to the edge of the land, hanging over the sea, hoping a boat will come along and take us Home again.’

‘That is a very cute image, Isaac,’ said Chloe.

‘It wasn’t meant to be cute—it was supposed to be perspicacious and bitter. Surf, sun, sand—pah!’

‘You’re wrong, you know,’ said Nick. ‘All that cultural cringe stuff’s gone by the board these days.’

‘Has not,’ said Isaac.

‘Has so.’

‘Certainly hadn’t when those apartments were built.’

‘Besides,’ said Chloe, ‘what’s there to look at, in there, inland? Bush, cattle, desert—’

‘If there’s nothing else there’s the sky. Skyscapes.’

‘Naah,’ said Nick. ‘Blue, blue, blue—boring bloody blue.’

‘And if it’s clear at night, star and planetscapes. You remember, up at Coltrane Creek. All of you were pretty impressed, then.’ He kicked Nick’s shoulder.

‘Oh yeah, stars,’ said Nick dismissively. ‘Too many of the buggers for my liking. ‘Drather not see ’em.’

‘Yeah. Intimations of mortality, bog off,’ said Chloe.

Isaac looked at her. She whipped a hand over her mouth in mock guilt, but his eyes didn’t let her off the hook. She did remember lying under the stars on the bank of the creek, amazed, frightened even, at how small and singular her own mind was, in this scale of things.

‘I read about a guy in New York,’ Pete said, chewing, ‘an astronomer, went to give talks in schools about the stars. The kids thought he was lying—they’d never seen any stars. ‘Cause of all the city lights, you know? It’s so bad in New York you can’t see any.’

‘Wow! Wouldn’t that be a job, convincing people that stars existed,’ said Chloe. ‘Showing them for the first time—I guess you’d give them a telescope, or take them out into the country.’

‘Watching their tiny minds blow,’ agreed Nick.

‘I’d like that job,’ said Pete. ‘I’d like to be the teacher on that bus trip.’ He laughed at the thought, looking out over the winking sea, a wad of potato chip in one cheek.
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Janey stood in the doorway, most of her hair cut off, and the centimetre that was left bleached white as stars. Chloe screamed ‘Aah! Mum! Look!’ and Janey came in laughing, bent double, her hands over her face. Her short fingernails were freshly polished black and she wore voluminous clean black from high neck to sandshoe’d toe.

‘Oh, you are brave! You look amazing, truly!’ Chloe hugged herself, in terror at seeing Janey’s face so undisguised, at the thought of her going about with nothing to hide behind, so unprotected.

‘It’s so light, and so cold—’

‘Look, when you blush like that, you can see your whole head blushing!’

‘I know.’ Janey’s hands flew about her head, tweaking the white tufts. Then she pulled an envelope out of her pocket and gave it to Chloe.

‘My God! Is that you, Janey?’ Chloe’s mum came down the stairs. ‘Hyuk, hyuk—that was some lawnmower.’

‘God, Mum, that is such an old joke. Ignore her, Janey. What is this—’ Chloe peered into the envelope.

‘It’s one of my dreddies. I’m giving them to all my fans,’ said Janey.

‘Ooh, don’t you smell of hairdresser’s,’ said Joy, passing her.

Chloe drew out a metre-long black dreadlock, bound at the snipped top with a band of red and yellow silk thread and at the tail with blue and yellow. The tail band was hung with one of Janey’s votive discs and a tiny wooden giraffe. The hair itself was warm and flat from being pressed against Janey’s buttock.

Chloe laughed. ‘Oh, look, I’ll treasure it forever. I’ll nail it up at my window where it can rattle.’

‘Seriously, do I look like a dyke?’ said Janey, when Joy had gone into the kitchen.

‘No—yes.’ They laughed. ‘No, not really. Not you.’

‘And so what if you did?’ called Joy.

‘Yeah!’ said Chloe. ‘You might meet someone nice!’

‘I don’t want someone nice.’

‘You know what I mean. “Nice” doesn’t mean nice. Where are you going?’ Janey had started up the stairs.

‘I need a mirror. I’ve only just had it done, and you can’t properly look, in the shop. You can’t see how it looks in real life.’

Chloe followed her up and watched her scrutinise her head from all angles, run her fingers through the fur. ‘It’s so weird,’ Janey whispered.

‘It’s very different,’ agreed Chloe.

‘I used to have to toss my head, just, you know, to see. Now there’s nothing to toss! Just this little nude … nut.’ She patted the air where the hair used to be. ‘I end so much sooner than I used to—like, clunk!’ She held her new head in her hands.
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‘Come and have a look what I’ve done,’ Janey had said, and hurried Chloe past the shabby terrace houses of her street.

‘Okay. Are you ready?’ she said now, with her hand on the doorknob of her room.

‘Don’t,’ said Chloe. ‘I’m scared we’ll find something worse than last time.’

Janey went in and switched on the bedside lamp. Chloe followed and stood in the centre of the room.

There was still the faint whiff of some kind of lemony cleaning agent, but no visible sign of the previous destruction remained.

Janey had put up her mobiles. Hung on invisible fishing-line, mirror-chip-crusted boxes opened to reveal tiny gold-painted baby dolls, the sort you get in Christmas crackers, their arms and legs out in a kind of startle reaction or freefall. Hundreds of other babies in their original flesh-pink shifted and wandered in the air overhead, strung in thread harnesses, some with wings attached, some with rose-thorn shark fins, some carrying tiny knives or medals on ribbons or wearing tutus or leather loincloths sealed behind with dewdrops of glue. Above the bed was Blu-tacked a large watercolour Chloe remembered Janey doing at school, of horses’ severed heads being tumbled by foaming breakers of blood. The bed itself was covered in crimson crushed velvet with pillows covered with the same fabric. One of them was embroidered with a large old-gold fleur-de-lys. Janey sat among the pillows, hugging her knees and smiling. ‘You like it?’

‘It’s great. So you got all the babies untangled?’ Chloe touched the spoke of one mobile, and a flock of babies bobbed and swung.

‘It took forever,’ said Janey in a satisfied voice. ‘Like my cushions?’

‘They’re truly gorgeous. Class trash.’

‘Aren’t they? Bette reckons they make the place look like a bordello.’

‘A cross between a bordello and a medieval castle. Will they all have crests on, or whatever?’

‘I haven’t decided. If they do, they’ll all be different—like, a lion on one, a dragon. Stuff like that.’

‘Heraldic devices.’ Chloe heard her own voice and realised she sounded exactly like her mother. ‘I like it. The whole thing is classic Jane Knott. Your place for sure, now.’

‘Yeah.’ Janey looked up at the rocking baby mobile. ‘You were right. I ought to keep something mine. From now on I’m going to be strong about who gets to come in here. There you are, a rule; I’ve made a rule.’ Her fist bumped on the bed-settee.

‘Have you got any money left, after pillows and fabric?’ Chloe crossed the room to stroke them.

‘This? This cost almost nothing!’

Chloe watched Janey enthuse about her bargain-hunting. Here in this room, this Janey-den, with just the two of them, she felt, tentatively, that it might work for Janey, with everything in its place, all her talismans about her, and everyone’s good wishes woven through the air around her like a protective spell.

‘This’s great, Janey,’ she said, when Janey paused. ‘I like to think of you living here. When you were at home I always felt a bit sick when you left our place.’

‘Yeah, well, now I don’t have to spend half my life hiding out at your place, hey? Like, have to,’ she added as Chloe sent her a ready-to-be-insulted look. ‘I’ve got another choice now, that’s pleasant.’

‘Sure is,’ said Chloe, nodding.
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Janey chose to come to Chloe’s on Tuesday. She was happier and more relaxed than Chloe had seen her in a long while; there was a softness about her eyes, a pleasant dreaminess. They sat up talking in the dining room, because everyone else was out at the half-price movies. At around eleven Isaac, Rachel and Nick came back.

‘Look at you: two wise monkeys,’ said Nick, for they were both nursing mugs of hot chocolate, both swathed in dark jumpers, both peering up curiously.

Isaac did a double-take. ‘God, Janey, you look amazing!’

‘Why, thaink yew,’ said Janey smugly and fluttered her eyelashes at Chloe, who laughed.

‘This is Rachel, Janey. This is Janey, Rachel,’ said Nick.

‘Janey had floor-length black dreadlocks last time I saw her,’ Isaac explained to Rachel.

‘And make-up you could scrape off with a knife,’ added Nick, eyeing Janey’s clean face.

‘Yep, this is the new me,’ said Janey nervously into the appreciative silence that followed.

Chloe looked at the ‘new’ Janey. Chloe had always known about this naked face; it wasn’t new to her. Did it actually look better? Isaac and Nick probably found it less threatening than the old one, felt easier with it; maybe that made it more attractive to them.

Rachel went up to the bathroom, and Nick began lining up mugs and milk. Isaac sat about halfway down the table. ‘So how’s your new place, Janey?’

‘It’s fab. I love it,’ said Janey.

‘It’s all Janey-fied now,’ said Chloe. ‘It’s a mad room. You should have Janey as interior decorator when you set up Hunter Goldman. You could be Knott Hunter Goldman.’

‘Hunter Goldman—not,’ said Nick, watching the mugs circle in the microwave. ‘That’d be about right, the way we’re going.’

‘Besides,’ said Janey. ‘I couldn’t do it for someone else’s room. I don’t know what anyone else likes—only me.’

‘You know what I like,’ Chloe countered.

Janey screwed up her eyes at her. ‘I guess I could,’ she said doubtfully, ‘do up a room for you.’

‘My room’s already got pretty obvious Janey touches in it, with the costumes on the wall, and the shelf-stuff that you keep fiddling with and putting in those weird groups.’

Janey laughed. ‘They’re little Andy Goldsworthy cairns, like in your book,’ she explained to Isaac.

‘Except they’re made of all my earrings, tangled up together—’

‘Well, you hardly ever wear those dangly ones—’

‘Well, I won’t be able to, ever again, now they’re in that little beehive. And all my make-up, all balanced so that the whole thing falls to bits the minute I pick anything up—’

‘I wish she’d use false fingernails, so I could do one of those pufferfish thingies,’ Janey confided to Isaac. ‘It’s all right,’ she added hastily to Chloe. ‘I’d do it on your desk and then just take a photo of it and tidy it away.’

‘You could do it at your place, now,’ Chloe pointed out. ‘Just buy some sets yourself.’

‘I could.’ Janey considered it. ‘But somehow it wouldn’t have the same … the same …’

‘The same artistic validity as using found objects,’ said Isaac deadpan, nodding understandingly. Nick snorted.

‘Yeah!’ Janey grinned at Isaac. ‘Took the words outa my mouth.’

Rachel came back in. She was wearing some kind of scent, spicy and mysterious. Chloe was enchanted by it even as she resented it invading everyone’s nostrils. Had she just refreshed it, up there in the bathroom? She wore a cream-coloured jumper as seductively soft-looking as the scent was enchanting—Chloe could imagine how it would feel to touch, to hug. She scratched the palms of her hands in irritation. Isaac was pulling out the chair next to him for Rachel.

‘So. Good movie?’ Chloe asked them.

Isaac and Rachel looked undecided. ‘It was okay …’ Rachel began.

‘It died in the bum,’ said Nick, stirring.

‘Yeah, it started off all right, didn’t it?’ said Isaac. ‘Then it just went on and on. By the end of it you got sick of the same two faces emoting on the screen.’

‘Oh well, we won’t bother with it, then, will we, Janey?’

‘Nah, give that one the flick,’ said Janey. Chloe saw that she was exchanging a look with Nick. Oh, bugger, not this again, she thought, and gave Janey a kick and a look. Janey looked back at her evenly, as if it was beneath her dignity to acknowledge the kick.

Nick brought Isaac and Rachel their mugs and sat with his own at the far end of the table. ‘Mum and Dad still out?’ he asked Chloe.

‘And Pete.’

‘Let’s have some music, then.’

‘Oh, not—’ Chloe began to moan.

‘It’s all right, I’ve got something appropriate.’ He went out and Chloe heard him going upstairs.

‘Oh yeah,’ said Chloe. ‘He’ll bring down some Miami goon music that’ll send us all round the twist.’ She rolled her eyes at Rachel, who smiled neutrally.

Nick came down and through the door Chloe saw him crouch in front of the CD player. A moment later the dining room seemed to open out into an echoing space of rainy jungle, into which eased ripples of tribal drumming and an insinuating flute. The conversation around the table died, because the flute was like a voice expecting to be heard and listened to, to be allowed to speak its tale. Nick came in and handed the CD case to Isaac. Rachel leaned against Isaac’s shoulder to read with him, and Chloe saw Isaac adjust his body to accommodate her presence, her weight.

Couples, she thought in dismay, intercepting another of Nick’s glances towards Janey. Janey looked at Chloe and flashed her eyes in a way that disguised what she was thinking, as if Chloe couldn’t guess. Chloe listened to the flute and to the beat of some bass instrument beneath it, possibly stringed. If the music had not been so beautiful she would have gone up to bed, and left Nick and Janey to work out what they would. Would it be so terrible now? Maybe the flicker of panic she felt was just habitual, left over from that other time. If Janey were more often like this, happy, funny, easy in herself, outward-looking, if she and Nick got together and Nick’s attention somehow managed to hold her at this point of balance …

Chloe looked around at them all, quiet in the spell of the music. Well, maybe life would be more normal, then, for Janey and thus for all Chloe’s family. She looked at Janey listening, chin in hands, and wondered how she could think of this person, the hidden wealth of this person and the way she ranged from extreme to extreme of her boundaries, as a burden. Hadn’t she made Chloe open her eyes and see, well, pretty well every major thing worth seeing since they first started high school together? Hadn’t she sparked off so many thousands of wondering thoughts, about people and how they worked, how they ought to work but didn’t, how the world worked all around them, because of and in spite of them? Wasn’t she grateful? Didn’t she owe Janey any help, any support Janey might need?

The piece ended, and everyone made waking-up, appreciative noises. ‘I’ll turn the rest down,’ said Nick, getting up. ‘It’s only that first track that’s worth listening to up loud.’

Janey got up and went out to the lounge room after him with the CD case. ‘Where’d you find this?’ she asked, and threw herself on a couch. Nick perched on the back of the other one to answer.

Isaac lifted an eyebrow at Chloe. ‘She seems … happy.’

Chloe tried out a number of answers in her head—Yeah, for now/Come back next week, why don’t you—but she wasn’t willing to use any of them in front of Rachel; she didn’t want to make Janey out as a basket case, or herself as best friend of a basket case. She nodded non-committally in the end, but she’d left it so long, the delay kind of negated it. She felt as if one of her arms had fallen off, leaving a cold, unbalancing space beside her.

She got up and went through the lounge room. Nick was talking about ordering CDs on the Internet from America, and Janey—yes, she did look better this way, more approachable, less threateningly unusual—Janey was listening as if, hmm, yes, she would just pop home to her laptop and have a go at that herself.

‘I’m going to hit the hay, so I’ll see you guys later,’ said Chloe.

‘Yeah, I’ll head home soon, too. See you, Cole,’ said Janey.

‘’Night,’ said Nick.

It wasn’t as if she were busting to be part of a couple with someone, Chloe told herself as she pulled her pyjamas on. It was just that watching couples form was not her favourite way of passing the time. She went to bed with the radio muttering on her night table so that she couldn’t listen for, wouldn’t hear … anything outside her room. And if she did, she would just turn the radio up a bit louder.
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She got up early next morning. She had the dress rehearsal to think of, but also a cold, self-punishing curiosity drove her. It was necessary to know when Janey had left—if Janey had left. She passed Nick’s room. The door was flung open and there was no one in either bed—good. Downstairs, everyone was getting through breakfast, scattered about the table. Nick looked, well, normal—or was he just trying to look normal?

She poured herself coffee and felt in the mood for a cigarette with it. She sat down with the mug stinging her hands and felt her stomach shrink from the first hot, nutrient-free swallow. Nick, digging through porridge, looked up at her without interest.

‘Janey stay long?’ she asked as his eyes glided off her. Come on, hit me with it. As if he would, with all the others there.

He shook his head, chewing warily.

‘Oh, good. So you didn’t have to cope with her for too long?’

Dane looked up from the paper at the aggression in her voice—at her, at Nick, who made a non-committal face and devoted himself wholly to his porridge.

‘Was something wrong?’ Dane asked Chloe in an undertone.

‘Ah, no. Everything was lovely.’ Chloe considered adding Wasn’t it, Nick?, but thought she already sounded bitter and twisted enough. Nick wasn’t pretending; nothing had happened with him and Janey, and next time they met Janey would be at a different point in her cycle and kill off whatever spark of interest he had felt. There was nothing to be afraid of.

Was she afraid? She tried to work out exactly what feelings were swirling around inside her, but her unused anger against Nick muddied everything, as did the spin of the caffeine in her brain. She would keep her mouth shut until it all settled. She cast a smoothing-things-over smile at Dane and got up to get herself some proper food.
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Everyone else had left for school and university and work, but Chloe was still rushing around the house hunting her wallet, the departure time of her train burning in her head. At a knock on the front door, she gave in and swore. Then found the wallet on the telephone table. And Janey in crisis on the doorstep.

‘Cole …’

‘I’m in a rush. It’s full dress rehearsal today. I’ve got to go now, I’m running late—’

‘I need to talk to you.’

‘Come too. We can talk on the train.’ She deadlocked the door and shut it, hoping the rush to the station would distract Janey. She didn’t like her hunched look, her rubbed eyes.

Sweating inside her coat, she led her up the hill and through the shops to the station. Whenever she glanced back Janey had that strained, whitened look. Chloe kept waiting for a joke that never came. She felt she was dragging her along on a string. Waiting to cross the thundering intersection, Janey said, ‘It didn’t work—none of it worked!’ And looked at Chloe, tears welling, her face bare, pitiful and lost and small without the hair.

The lights changed. Chloe took Janey’s hand and dragged her across to the station, punched out two tickets from the machine, nearly carried Janey down the long, steep steps to the waiting train.

She found them a seat at the back of the half-full carriage, took Janey’s other hand. ‘Now, what? What’s going on?’ Her mind was still hurrying, running for the train.

‘Nathan—’ Janey got out; then her head went down and Chloe felt tears on her hands, felt Janey shudder all through.

‘He found you.’ Janey nodded. ‘Worse.’ Another nod. ‘Oh, bugger him.’

Janey said something.

‘What?’ Chloe feared to hear more.

‘I said, please—don’t—swear!’ Janey wrenched her hands free and fell against the seat, weeping uncontrollably.

Chloe’s face was hot and slippery. She took off her coat. Stuff Nathan. Stuff him. I hate him. I could kill him. She felt wilted and exhausted. She lifted heavy arms and laid them around her friend. She was getting anxious looks from other passengers. The train slowed towards the next station and several people got up—to move downstairs, Chloe thought sourly, not to get off the train. She shut them all out, glaring across the suburbs, Janey’s unfamiliar blonde skull in her shoulder.

‘He said—’ gulped Janey when the train moved off again, ‘he said—’d always find me.’

‘That’s just intimidation; it’s a standard tactic. It’s not true.’ Janey cried on, not believing her. Did she even believe it herself? ‘It’s not like he had far to look. Those guys who did over your room could’ve told him, hey.’ Janey curled up against her, and Chloe saw briefly, in the crotch of her black jeans, a small circle of wetness; the tan stitching had darkened to red. ‘Did he hurt you?’

Janey nodded, worked herself to a pause. ‘He’s been working out. He’s really strong. And he was angry, and—and—and … rough.’

‘This isn’t your period, then, this blood?’

‘Don’t know,’ Janey hiccupped.

‘Where was Bette?’

‘Ouch—ouch—out shopping! Oh, Cole, I’ve got no one else except you, man! I’m so sorry!’ And she was gone again.

‘God, you’ve got nothing to be sorry about. And there isn’t just me—’ She wished it were true, knew it ought to be. ‘There are people who’d know exactly what to do for you, who deal with this every day.’

‘Oh, the caring professions,’ Janey spat. ‘They aren’t what I need! To go through all that talking again, explaining, watching their faces change—like, “This is disgusting but I’m too professional to show it.” I’ve seen them. I hate all that. I hate seeing that my whole life disgusts people, that it’s a big dirty hole I’m always having to be dragged out of. At least you know, and your mum, that I’m not—I’m not all—’ She put her head down on her knees again and shook with sobs.

Chloe held Janey’s unyielding shins, laid her hands on the knots of her fists.

‘I don’t know, maybe I am!’ Janey’s voice fluted high with despair. ‘I can’t see—’

Chloe held Janey’s head in her hands and pressed her own forehead against it. This is what it feels like to pray. Please tell me what to do.

‘And he said he would stay in my room—he shouted after me, “I’ll be waiting!” And I—and I—left my photos there! I was running—away!—didn’t have time!’

‘It’s okay, it’s okay. It wasn’t Eddie himself—just photographs.’

‘But—I can’t remember—was an address on—envelope! Oh God oh God—’ She collapsed on herself, then lifted her head and groaned out, ‘I can’t even protect him from two hundred kilometres away!’

Chloe started to feel unreal, as if all this, the train interior, the tunnel noise and suburb-flash outside, were a dream inside the other reality of Janey’s fragile state, thrown by blows of terror and pain. She could feel the suck of this larger reality on her, through her hands, through her forehead, the energy being drawn off her as it had been during Eddie’s birth, to help Janey weather each new blow. She felt herself waver, and feared that there wasn’t enough of her.

‘I’m going to get you some help,’ she said as the train dived into the blackness under the city. ‘I could do it on my own if it weren’t now, if it weren’t today. I’ll find a phone, I’ll call the Rape Crisis Centre, I’ll put you in a taxi,’ Janey looked up imploringly. ‘I have to. This is a crime. You’re hurt, you’re in shock, and I’ve got this thing on—if it were any other day I could come with you, and you know I would.’

‘Please come with me? Just to drop me off? I thought the opera was at night.’

‘It is. Tomorrow night. Today we go through the whole thing, in costume. There are always stuff-ups to be fixed; there’s new stage machinery we haven’t worked with. Every-one’ll be—’ It seemed so frivolous. Chloe suddenly lost a handle on what was important and what wasn’t. ‘It’s not like they couldn’t whack a wig on someone and muddle through, but I’d never get to work there again—I mean, it says right there on my CV, I’m “always on time”, that’s why they hired me.’ She was talking to herself as much as to Janey. The opera was looking more like an enormous, decorated, irrelevant cake with each passing moment.

‘Go and see my mum, then,’ she suggested desperately. ‘Stay on the train and go back to the uni.’

Janey uncurled and sat normally on the seat. Chloe saw her pull herself together, blocking out thought after thought, forcing herself to return to the train-interior dream-world. ‘No, I couldn’t do that,’ she said in a leaden, almost drugged voice.

‘Of course you could. You’ve been there with me, you remember. You know where her office is. She wouldn’t mind a bit if you turned up.’

Janey sat on her hands and shook her head at the floor.

‘Can I put you in a taxi, then?’ Chloe murmured, an arm around Janey’s shoulders. She felt as if she’d asked, Can I abandon you, then? Can I give up on you? Can I shrug you off like so much unpleasant garbage in my life?

‘If you want. If you think—’ Two tears dripped to Janey’s knees and she looked away. The train burst out onto the bright harbour-side.

Janey stood shaking against the telephone booth as Chloe made the call. As she explained down the line, Chloe reached out and held her hand tightly—apologising? holding her together? she didn’t know—and Janey leaned her temple against the smoked glass of the booth and closed her eyes.

Chloe hung up and wrote the address on an old cash register docket from her wallet. ‘They sound good. Sensible and kind and sympathetic.’ She pushed the docket into Janey’s hand, and a ten-dollar note. ‘That’s all I’ve got. If it costs more, she says they’ll pay it at the other end. There’ll be someone out on the footpath there, waiting for you, a woman called Janine.’

Janey pushed the papers into her pocket and stood as if she were standing all alone, not knowing what to do with herself, not even trying to decide. She looked vaguely out across the harbour.

‘Come on, I’ll get you a taxi.’ Chloe led her to the taxi rank, opened the car door for her. Janey stood nervelessly and stared in.

Chloe pulled the docket out of Janey’s pocket and gave it to the driver. ‘Can you take her to this address please? Someone will meet you with the fare.’

Janey returned her hug lifelessly, wouldn’t meet her eyes. ‘Take care, eh?’ said Chloe. ‘What’s more, let someone take care of you.’

Janey gave the slightest nod and slid into the taxi. She didn’t look out as she was driven away.

Chloe turned and ran, out along the quay and all along the endless walkway to the Opera House. Tourists had gathered in obstructive crowds, photographing each other, the city, the bridge and the Opera House in the morning sunshine. Chloe checked her watch every few metres and moaned to herself.

She ran straight down to Wardrobe. Magda looked at her own watch severely, then grinned. ‘It’s a good thing James’s car broke down on the freeway, isn’t it?’

Chloe’s shoulders sagged. ‘Isn’t it what.’
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It was a horror rehearsal. Everything went wrong that could go wrong; every piece of equipment played up that could play up. One of the footmen stepped on the Ice Princess’s train and ripped the waist of her dress during her regal walk, and the glittering frog-shaped cage that was supposed to glide down and close like claws around her juddered and hesitated and finally stopped entirely. Such elaborate things had been done to Chloe’s head and hair that she wouldn’t have dared put a telephone handpiece in among it all, so she sat trapped for most of the day, worrying, wondering where and how Janey was, calming herself down and then feeling agitation bubble up again. The rehearsal didn’t help; she thought if James stopped the production one more time to nag at the principal singers or shout at the soldiers, she would throw her own tantrum, tear off the coronet and the hairpieces whose pins were boring holes in her skull and scream at him, ‘For God’s sake, just let the song finish!’ But of course she was being paid not to do exactly that. She must sit still and stare straight ahead into the empty theatre, and ignore the anger and frustration all around her.

Finally at about five-thirty she could shed costume and hairpieces and get to the phone. She was still in make-up, and she could see in the glass wall of the booth that in combination with her ordinary clothes and messed-up hair it made her look unhinged.

‘Oh, we were hoping you’d call back,’ said the woman at the Crisis Centre. ‘Your friend never arrived. Janine went out to wait about ten minutes after you rang and waited about three-quarters of an hour. We’ve kept an eye out through the window for her, but she hasn’t turned up. She must have changed her mind.’

Chloe put down the phone with a surge of irritation. She hadn’t got through to Janey, after all; what she’d thought was resignation was in fact resistance, closing Chloe’s sensible actions out, closing out the Rape Centre’s helpful women. Oh, God.

She stuck the phone card in again and called home. ‘It’s me. Has Janey shown up there?’ she asked Pete.

‘Nope,’ he said blankly.

‘Oh, bum! But it’s been hours,’ she added, thinking aloud.

‘Why, what’s up?’

‘I saw her this morning. She was really upset. I lined her up to see some counsellors but she didn’t get there; I thought she might’ve come there and waited to talk to Mum—oh, bum!’

‘Well, don’t worry. If she turns up, we can look after her.’

‘Yeah, I’m just worried she won’t.’

‘She might be at her new place.’

But she wasn’t. ‘No, love, I just checked,’ said Bette. ‘There’s only a young chap in there, says he’s her brother.’

‘Nathan. He shouldn’t be there. Janey doesn’t want him there. That’s why she hasn’t come home—she’s frightened of him. This is why she’s gone missing, because he beat her up this morning.’ She must sound as weird as she looked, spouting this melodramatic stuff. She couldn’t quite believe it was real after a day away in James’s futuristic-historic opera world. ‘Bette, can you get him out of there?’

‘Well, I’ll do what I can, love.’

‘Would you? And could you make sure he hasn’t got the photos of Janey’s little boy? They’re under the bedside table; I think that’s where she keeps them. I’ll come by on my way home, just in case she turns up there.’

On the train home, Chloe made a conscious effort to calm down. This wasn’t the first time she’d lost track of Janey, and every other time she’d turned up smiling on Chloe’s doorstep, or met her up at the shops with a hug, or called her from some peculiar place, Bondi or Wisemans Ferry or, that legendary time, Coffs Harbour. She had powers of recovery that always astounded Chloe. Just prepare to be astounded again, Chloe told herself, watching the night suburbs tramp slowly by, by turns ignoring and obsessively examining the memories of this morning’s train trip, with their atmosphere of emergency. Prepare to have to remind Janey about this morning, to point out that she’s got a right to charge Nathan with rape or sexual assault or just assault or whatever terrible thing it was. Prepare to say, ‘Look, I’ll stick with you if you want to go through with it. I’ll hold your hand. It has to be done, now that he’s too big and too dangerous for us to fend off by ourselves.’ Prepare to try and make her see sense.

Chloe’s own face scowled intently back at her from the cold black train window. She drew a big sigh and looked around. She envied all these newspaper- and magazine-equipped commuters —surely none of them had such a difficult task ahead of them.

Maybe she shouldn’t make Janey go through all that, all those legal hoops, all those words. Hadn’t she said this morning how much she hated all that counselling stuff? Wasn’t that what had sent her off course somewhere between Circular Quay and the Crisis Centre? Maybe she should just move again. Move right away from here. I could go with her, thought Chloe, defer for another year, maybe, while she gets settled, gets together a portfolio that’ll win her a place in a fine art course. We could go to another city, or perhaps to a country town—well, considering Janey’s habits perhaps the anonymity of a city would be best. Melbourne? Adelaide? Perth? Couldn’t get much farther away than Perth—

Chloe rubbed her face with both hands. Who was she fooling? Even Perth was only four or five hours away by plane. Nathan had said he’d always find her, and he was used to getting what he wanted. By themselves they couldn’t neutralise him, and she wasn’t going to spend her whole life running and hiding from him. And neither should Janey let him warp her life like that.

So in the end she didn’t know what to do—not long-term. For now she would just find her, and when she was sure she was safe they’d all work out some strategy, the way they always did. Chloe’s parents would be able to work out what choices existed, and lay out the possibilities so that Chloe felt coherent and sensible arguing their merits to Janey, and helping her act on them.

Everything will be all right, she told herself, standing up as the train began to slow for her station. Everything, opera and Janey both, will be all right. Everything will be all right.

The doors slid open and she stepped out into the night.
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‘So Ken gave me a hand—wasn’t he a nasty piece of work, Ken?’

‘A right little thug.’ Ken’s whisky-tanned face set in disapproving lines over his teacup.

‘That poor girl, where can she be?’

‘I don’t know.’ Chloe couldn’t imagine drinking the tea in front of her, but the steam felt nice on her face. She felt dry and worn out from the charged day. ‘Maybe she went back to my place—or her parents’, if she thought Nathan wouldn’t be there. Gee, I hope I haven’t stuffed that up for her—because that’s where he’ll go, eventually, now that he’s left here.’ She put her hands over her face. ‘I feel like I just got everything wrong this morning—I could have gone with her in the end, it didn’t matter that I was late. An extra ten minutes and she would’ve been safe—it would’ve been worth being told off—’ She took a tiny scalding sip of tea and looked at Ken and Bette tiredly. ‘Sorry, I’m babbling on.’

‘Maybe the taxi company would know,’ said Bette.

‘That’s a thought,’ said Chloe. Bette motioned her to stay seated, and went to the wall phone. ‘It was a Centurion,’ said Chloe, and Ken reeled off the number by heart.

‘Pity she got her hair cut,’ Ken remarked as Bette talked. ‘They’d remember her for sure, all that hair.’

‘They would. But—’

Bette held up her hand, frowning and listening to the phone. ‘Heading for Newtown? Right, corner of Plaice and Tebbitt. And was she all right when he dropped her off?’ She listened for another few seconds. ‘Thank you—sorry, what was the driver’s number again, just in case?’ She wrote it on the phone pad, then hung up, tore off the page and handed it to Chloe. ‘That’s the driver—he says he remembers her because she was muttering to herself in the back all the way. She seemed very nervous, he says, very upset about something. And that’s where he dropped her, as far as the ten dollars went. Right by the park there.’

Chloe remembered Janey’s hand twitching in hers at the phone booth, Janey’s eyes rolling closed as she leaned her head against the glass. ‘And he just dumped her? But I told him the woman would meet him and pay the rest—’ The rape counsellor, she added to herself. Talking about Janey to other people, she always found herself leaving out half the story.

‘The police?’ Bette suggested.

‘They won’t do anything until she’s been gone twenty-four hours,’ said Chloe. ‘This happened once before—she was just out partying. But she wasn’t exactly in party mode when I put her in the taxi. Aak, I should’ve gone with her. I should’ve! I couldn’t’ve got back to work, mind you, without any money, but—’ She sank her face in her hands.

‘Don’t get yourself into a lather about it, love,’ said Ken. ‘She’s probably just walked back to her mum’s place and gone to bed.’

‘Well, that’s why I’m—that’s one of the things I’m worried about now, with Nathan going—probably there by now.’ Chloe finished her tea and dragged herself to her feet. ‘She might be at my place. I’ll go and check. Thanks for everything, Bette.’

‘Oh, the photos.’

‘You found them?’

‘They were right where you said. Fetch ’em out for me, Ken—behind the toaster. You take ’em with you, love—if she comes back tonight I’ll be straight in and tell her.’

At Chloe’s place her mum looked around from the TV news and shook her head.

‘Sheesh.’ Chloe threw her backsack and herself down on the couch opposite her.

‘Had a fun day, huh?’ said Joy. ‘You and me both.’

‘I didn’t think so many terrible things could happen in the one day.’ Chloe lay with her eyes closed, enjoying the cushioned couch—she felt as if this was the first time she hadn’t been physically uncomfortable all day. Her father was making dinner—she could hear something hissing in the wok, and Nick and Pete’s voices in the background. She could smell—what? Garlic frying, and the marinated meat. And it was warm in here, in the yellow lamplight, with the fire going and the newsreader calmly recounting disasters in faraway countries—Janey would have to want to come here, surely, rather than go to Bette’s or her parents’?

Her eyes opened as she remembered Janey absenting herself from her that morning—not just gliding away in the taxi but turning her face away, not responding, having to be practically pushed into the car. Earlier, even, in the train when Chloe had suggested going to see Joy—that’s when it had begun, that’s where Chloe had lost touch with her, or trust, or whatever the link was. That was where she’d started feeling annoyed at Janey’s refusals to see ways out, or ways to lessen the pain, where she’d started forcing the issue, bustling around her.

Her mother’s hand on her arm broke her free of these thoughts. ‘She always turns up,’ Joy said. ‘But you can’t make her turn up just by worrying about her.’

Chloe stared at the ceiling and nodded. She would turn up. Janey always turned up. Janey had looked after herself through many nasty situations—like her childhood, Chloe thought bitterly—and if Chloe had sat up all night worrying every time, she’d have missed out on a lot of sleep in the last six years.

That night she took off her boots and lay down in her clothes under the quilt, in case she had to leap up to telephone or door. Then she slept; if she were to be any use when Janey did turn up, sleep was the best thing for her.

A terrible stab of fear woke her. She sat up, shaking sleep out of her brain. It was a fresh morning, all soft sunlight and bird-noise and family padding about the house getting ready for the day.

Chloe tried to wash the feeling of alarm off her in the shower, but as she went downstairs she felt shimmery with too much adrenalin, and time kept gently stretching so that she could notice more details, then snapping tight unexpectedly so that she lost a swathe of seconds and had to reorient herself.

So she was suddenly in the kitchen, pouring her panic out to her father; then there were great vistas of seconds in which nothing happened except the steam curling up from the coffee in front of her; then she was babbling again, and Joy’s hands were tamping her down. ‘Okay, calm down now. We all know the drill, right?’ Then she was sitting at the table, rubbing her eyebrows as if the fear had gathered there and must be pushed out, while Joy, with a patience that Chloe found incredible, rang Janey’s mum, and Bette, and a counsellor across town to whom Janey had once actually, briefly listened.

‘Hospitals?’ said Chloe desperately, standing up.

Joy put her arms around her. ‘Not hospitals. We’ll be like the police, we’ll wait twenty-four hours. If she’s at a hospital she’ll be being looked after as well as possible. You go looking, the places you know; if you find her, call me at work. Be methodical; don’t panic; don’t make yourself late for tonight. If I don’t hear from you by the time I get home, I’ll call the police.’

Chloe held onto her, marvelling at her clearheadedness.

‘Remember, little honey—’ Joy held up Chloe’s head and peered into her eyes ‘—this is Janey we’re talking about.’

‘But it’s not her adventuring time of the month! And yesterday—she was so upset—and I let her down!’ The tears wouldn’t hold off any longer.

‘Clo, you did what you could. You did what I would have done, what you should have done. Do you hear me?’

Chloe nodded, weeping.

‘When she walks in the door, strangle the dear girl for me, will you?’ She held Chloe hard, then kissed her, pinched her cheek painfully and left for work.

Chloe was methodical. She went to the main street and in two long loops checked inside every likely shop and a lot of unlikely ones. Well, why not the button shop, for materials for a new project? Well, why not the second-hand furniture warehouse, for proper bookshelves, or a table, or a chair? She visited Bette’s twice. She paced out the park and the churchyard. The thought, ‘Maybe Janey’s left town’ slipped into her head, but after a desperate surge of cheer she acknowledged that it couldn’t be true. Janey didn’t have those kinds of resources, and besides, she’d never leave without calling or leaving a note—

—unless Chloe had let her down so badly she figured she didn’t care any more. ‘But I do, I do!’ she moaned among the crumbling stones. I was just in a rush. She doesn’t understand about work— She left the churchyard and her own discomfort. She walked to the train station at last, casting her mind about town, trying to pick up some tremor of Janey somewhere, some extrasensory vibration.

From the station she rang the Rape Crisis Centre. She took a deep breath and rang Janey’s family. ‘No. Fuck off!’ said Nathan, and slammed down the phone. Chloe understood why a person might trash a phone booth, out of sheer uncontainable rage.

Shaking, she bought herself a book to read on the train, to stop her mind’s anxious circling. Have I done all I can do? she kept pausing and asking herself, checking over the possibilities; for the zillionth wishful time she imagined Janey arriving, tear-smirched but essentially undamaged, at Bette’s, at Chloe’s, slouching into her parents’ place, wandering confused through the streets after a night curled up on a park bench, putting together the pieces that would point her to safety. This spectral Janey walking Chloe’s mind was always the old Janey, dread-locked and gothic, black-garbed, white-skinned; neither she nor Janey had yet grown into the shorn blonde version.
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And so it was that Chloe found herself, the hairpiece pins tweaking her scalp on one side, raised once more above Boscovicz’s lovers, but in front of twenty-eight hundred people this time, protected only by a series of curved, glittering bars. She had made her regal entrance, and her brain had stopped anxiously checking over what ought to be happening next, because now the production had picked itself up and begun to flow in a way no one could have imagined during rehearsal. Instead of James’s pernickety interruptions, a vast quiet attention buoyed the singers along, and bursts of applause, and laughter at Boscovicz’s textual jokes and some of James’s visual ones. Oh, it’s not going to be a horrible disaster after all, thought Chloe with surprise, and her relief played back over the last day and a half and convinced her that everything would be all right with Janey, too. Even now Janey was probably sitting at the kitchen table at home, laughing ruefully at the agonies she’d caused Chloe; even now she could be tucked up in her own bed at Bette’s, sated with milky tea and conversation—Bette would make sure she ate something, at least. As Mum said, worrying about her wouldn’t bring her one millimetre closer. You just had to wait for Janey—

A crash of applause woke her, and she had to disguise a start as a princess-like shifting of position. Then the hero Emeric and his love Irma did their little to-and-fro, she pleading, he rabbiting on about his ‘noble purpose’, and Irma launched into her aria. In rehearsal the soprano had been conserving her voice and the song had seemed rather feeble; now, with the audience-animal crouched in the shadows, all attention, it rose like a tricky steel spiral staircase, and every note struck somewhere in Chloe’s frame, building some congestion of feeling towards the unbearable. Chloe tried to think of it as a purely technical exercise, a matter of the singer’s muscles and cords vibrating, of membranes fluttering and tiny bones knocking in her own ears. But the notes kept striking and speaking through all that, Irma’s pain finding the thinnest and most saddened fibres of Chloe—and there seemed to be so many of them all of a sudden. The air in the auditorium throbbed with Irma’s love, all cast aside, and the world, the universe, seemed frail and sad and full of pain.

Chloe, trying to stare out into the darkness in regal oblivion, saw a little white triangle of handkerchief being raised to someone’s eye, and her cage bars began to blur alarmingly. It would look really good if the spotlights picked up a tear trickling down the Ice Princess’s cheek—and there was no way she could dab them away. She wasn’t supposed to even blink. If only she’d stop, poor Irma, if only she didn’t care so much about losing him—didn’t she know she’d get him in the end? Any second now, someone in row 36H near the pillar would spot that the princess had a normal, human heart, an eighteen-year-old, suburban, milk-and-meat-and-fruit-and-veg-fed, beating, caring heart … Irma reached the high point of the aria, flinging her voice up pure and accurate as William Tell’s arrow, and Chloe’s scalp crept under the hair augmentations in amazement and distress. She thought there’d never been such a cruel art as this singing that dragged out your heart and hammered it to your sleeve where anyone could see—

Then the music and the voice released her, and she stared out into the applauding darkness. Irma became gradually clearer, collapsed below Emeric on the lower rim of Chloe’s vision, as the tears drained back into her head and the curtain, finally, swung across, closing off the second act.

‘I think we might have a hit on our hands,’ said one of the guards beside the frog cage. Chloe’s head sank back and she let out a puff of air.

She sat in the Green Room at interval and listened to some of the peasant-maid extras chatting. She felt drained; she thought about calling home, but she wanted to stay here, among untroubled people in outlandish costumes with flat, patently-not-Hungarian accents and worries about kids and cars and mortgages, as far from Emeric’s and Irma’s pain as a person could get. And Janey’s. She’d had a gutful of Janey. She was just tired, of being dragged, up and down, round and round, all over town. She was sick of the anxiety, she was sick of being on the run after Janey; she just wanted to sit still, to feel nothing. She wanted to be a tight-bodiced Ice Princess who cared about nothing and no one.

But as the curtains parted at the start of the third act, the dark tiered wall of seats made something fall like a domino against other dominoes in her brain. Of course! Janey hadn’t wanted to be with people, hadn’t wanted to talk. She would have gone to ground somewhere private, where no one would find her except Chloe …

Of course. Only the sudden, orchestrated shout of the chorus kept Chloe from scrambling up and running off then and there. Only this wafer-thin thing called professionalism kept her cool stare motionless mid-audience. Her muscles began to itch; she could see Janey curled up asleep, the tufty blonde hair twitching in the wind, the swollen pink eyes, the dark puddle of her clothing, her fists loosening. Would she have moved, these thirty-six hours? Would she have eaten? Chloe would go, the minute she was out of this corset and into her own clothes. She would run, the very second.

After the curtain calls she rushed down to Wardrobe, shrugged off the dress and tore the hairpieces from her head. She dressed and cold-creamed the heavy make-up off her face. She ducked and wove through ambling, gossiping cast members in the corridors, and burst out the stage door onto the cobbles, where already the principals’ fans were gathering. ‘Excuse me, can I just get through, please?’ she called politely, and heard the stiffness in her voice from the desire to swear at them and push them out of the way.

Then she heard her name called, saw Isaac moving around the back of the crowd to meet her. He must know something, have been sent to tell her—she angled through the last few people between them, waiting for the news to drop from his lips. It must be good news; he was smiling.

‘Sorry, are you in a rush to meet someone?’ he said, checking all around him.

‘I hope so. I’m going to look for Janey.’ She paused so that he could cut in with his news, but he only fell into swift step beside her across the cobbles, so she went on, ‘I just thought of somewhere I haven’t looked. You didn’t happen to bring your car, did you?’

‘Sorry. I didn’t feel like coping with the parking.’

Now that he couldn’t further her search, there was just their hurrying between them. ‘So, were you just passing by, Isaac, or—’

He ran a few steps to catch up with her as she overtook some dawdling opera patrons admiring the lights on the harbour. ‘Um, Chloe, are you aiming to catch a particular train?’

‘No, but I haven’t seen Janey since yesterday, and she was in really bad shape, and I think I know now where she might be. I just wish I could, you know, teleport myself there—all this one-foot-in-front-of-the-other business is …’ She growled and bared her teeth.

‘Why don’t we get a taxi?’ Isaac said gently.

‘I haven’t got the money.’

‘I have. Let’s get one from the quay, seeing’s we’re halfway there already.’

‘All right. Thanks.’

They hurried past more idling people, and under the railway to the quayside taxi rank. Isaac turned to her in the taxi as he shut the door. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Oh, home.’ Chloe wrestled with the seatbelt.

‘Newtown,’ he told the driver, then sat back. ‘Why didn’t you just ring and see if she was there?’

This didn’t seem to make sense. ‘Hmm?’

Isaac looked patient. ‘If you thought Janey would turn up at your place—’

‘Oh, no. Where I’m thinking about is walking distance from home, that’s all, and you can stop in and see Nick.’

‘Ah.’ Isaac looked out the window.

‘Sorry, were you going to go home now—to your home, I mean? I thought, when you said, “Let’s take a cab—’”

He shook his head. ‘I hadn’t decided what I was going to do—I was still sort of in twenty-second-century Hungary.’

Chloe frowned at him, mystified. ‘Oh, you mean you were in the audience?’

‘Why, did you think I was just loitering around the Opera House?’

‘Why not? It’s—architecturally it’s interesting, hey?’

‘I do have other interests besides architecture, in case you hadn’t noticed.’ He gave her what seemed to be a very pointed look, and she wondered whether he was commenting on her own narrowness.

‘So, um, Rachel didn’t come with you?’

‘Rachel? No.’ He peered out the windscreen through the front-seat headrest. ‘We’re not, actually, together any more.’

‘You broke up? That was quick.’

‘It was, it was very efficient,’ he said wryly, still looking ahead. He ran his thumb along the side of his jaw facing her, and she realised she was staring at him.

‘Sorry, I didn’t know about that.’

‘It’s okay.’

Chloe gripped the edge of the seat as the driver pulled up sharply at the lights. Why did taxi drivers always drive in this mad way, piling on the Gs—so they’d seem more hurried even though they actually took you the long way home?

‘Is she ill?’ said Isaac.

‘Janey?’

‘You said she was in bad shape.’

‘Less stable than usual. She usually has a low around now, but she was …’ How did you tell someone like Isaac the specifics of Janey’s life without sounding melodramatic? ‘She was upset. I haven’t seen her that upset for a while. She gets down, but not so that you really worry.’ Isaac had an unnerving habit of watching you and visibly digesting what you said. Chloe was used to people just coming straight back with something—a joke, or a nod to show they’d heard. ‘What?’ she said impatiently.

He didn’t answer. ‘Where do you think she’ll be, then?’

‘In a caryard we hide out in sometimes.’ When the moon’s full and Janey can’t think straight. It sounded like something kids would do, playing hidey in the wrecks, practising smoking. Not the sort of kid Isaac had probably been. Chloe imagined him, much as he was now only smaller, sadly whacking a totem-tennis ball in the middle of a vast empty lawn. A maid in a ruffled apron approached from a distance with iced lemon squash on a tray … ‘So, did you cry?’ she asked.

‘Pardon?’

‘At the opera. Did you cry?’

‘Oh, buckets. Didn’t you hear me?’

‘Really? Did you?’

Isaac grinned. ‘You sound so surprised. No, I didn’t cry. I didn’t actually shed a tear,’ he qualified.

‘But they were there, ready?’ Chloe was delighted to hear it. ‘Whenabouts?’

‘Oh, when his girlfriend was at him to stay. Round about then—before she gave up and threw herself on the floor. And after the battle, when that little tenor was singing about all his dead friends.’

‘Yes, that’s pretty bad, too.’ She laughed with what she thought was fellow-feeling, and then felt silly. He was giving her that look again; she felt as if she were completely beside the point.

‘It didn’t look like you up there,’ he said, into her silence.

She shrugged, looked at her lap, found he was still waiting. ‘What can I say? It was.’

‘I had to keep—I had to remind myself it was you.’

She couldn’t read his eyes; reflections of the cold street-scape outside her window flowed across his glasses. He looked rather like a mechanical person inclining its head at her. She was sure she was supposed to be forming an answer; she had a vague feeling that in different circumstances her answer might even matter. She looked out the window—oh God, had they only gone this far? She sat back and folded her hands in her lap. Isaac’s and Rachel’s break-up scene began to play in her mind. She saw Isaac duck a piece of precious china. Smash! it went, against a designer-painted wall. Isaac straightened up and looked at Rachel, bewildered by such a display of emotions. Or maybe they reached their decision by mutual agreement, over the telephone, even—Chloe could see that, too; that would have been ‘very efficient’.

She sighed. Isaac looked at her. ‘So,’ she said, not wanting to have to explain the sigh. ‘Do you go to the opera often?’

‘Not very. I used to go with my uncle, pretty regularly, but then he moved away … I’ve been a few times, since …’ Abruptly he fell to examining the palms of his hands.

‘One day I’ll go myself, I reckon. You know, take a hanky, and pay, and sit there in the dark and listen to the music right through, all fresh, instead of just being relieved everyone got through it without falling on their faces.’ Stop chattering, Chloe.

Isaac was nodding. ‘You should. It’s the silliest, and the grandest kind of entertain—it’s not even entertainment, really. It’s more a kind of—I find it, anyway—a kind of mass therapy.’

‘Therapy?’ Chloe bit her lips closed and stared at him. ‘Therapy for what?’ she asked more quietly.

‘Well, you know, it’s meant to—to affect you, isn’t it? It works on your emotions, it’s supposed to move you.’ He lifted some air from one knee to the other with his hands.

Chloe smiled. ‘You make it look like a kind of … a bulldozing operation or something.’

Isaac cocked his head. ‘Yeah, well, I guess it does take a bit of heavy machinery sometimes.’ He laughed a little, looking out his window. ‘For some of us, anyway.’

Did he mean himself? Could he mean her—was it some kind of hint? Did she need therapy? Chloe smiled non-committally and looked out the window, chewing her lip. Oh well, they were nearly home, anyway. Impatience began to attack her again. ‘I’ll come in with you,’ she said as the taxi turned into her street. ‘Janey might have turned up there, you never know.’

They stopped, and she got out as he paid. The taxi sped off up the quiet street. She started to thank him, but he interrupted. ‘Listen, this caryard—should you be going there on your own, in the middle of the night like this?’

‘Well, hopefully I won’t be on my own.’ Chloe kicked her gate open and ran up the steps, opened the door. Joy was reading on the couch. ‘She come back?’ Chloe asked her.

‘No.’

‘Any news? Phone calls?’

Joy shook her head.

‘Okay, I’m going looking. Is Nick in? Good, ’cause Isaac’s here. He’s been opera-ing too.’

Isaac stuck his head in. ‘Hullo, Joy. Actually, I think I might go too.’

Chloe blinked. ‘Oh.’

‘You’d rather I didn’t,’ he said.

‘It’s just—I don’t know what kind of state Janey’ll be in, that’s all. Like, you know, clothed, sane …’

‘So you might need help with her, right?’

‘No. Maybe. Probably not.’ Chloe looked at Joy.

‘I, for one, would be delighted if you went, Isaac,’ said Joy. ‘Thank you for taking the trouble.’

Chloe rolled her eyes at both of them and went down the steps. She heard Isaac say ‘See you later’ and the door close. Then the gate.

‘You’re sure you don’t want to stop here and chat with Nick?’

‘No, I’ll come with you.’

‘Oh well, I can check at her parents’ place if I’ve got you.’

‘You can?’ He gave her a puzzled look.

‘Come on.’ She ran into the shadow-clotted darkness, Isaac following.
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Janey’s house looked abandoned, the door agape. Then a television shifted some of the darkness in the back room, and Chloe felt a familiar clench of nervousness. She pushed past Nathan’s bike and some piled newspapers, through the smell of man-sweat and damp and ingrained dirt towards the light. Isaac followed close behind her.

Janey’s dad looked up, heaved himself out of his chair and swayed, a black head and torso over work pants that appeared to flap in the TV light. He bellowed, ‘Yeah! You! You’d show your face, would you?’

‘I’ll check her room,’ Chloe muttered to Isaac, and stepped over a two-bar radiator and a pile of laundry to the far door, her mind ready to reel with relief at seeing Janey, the old black-draggle-haired Janey, asleep on her mattress-on-milk-crates, the room the way it used to be, lined with her drawings, her mobiles bobbing overhead.

‘And who the hell are you?’ Janey’s dad roared at Isaac.

‘I’m a friend of Janey’s,’ Isaac said firmly. ‘My name’s Isaac Goldman. You must be Mr Knott. How d’you do.’

But the bed was empty, stripped; the mattress and pillow looked as if they’d been rescued from a rubbish skip. The walls and ceiling were stripped, too, and cloudy with mould. Two large cockroaches sat on the far wall, waving their antennae nervously. ‘Nope,’ she said, switching all her hopes to the caryard. In the raw light before she flicked it off she saw that Isaac had seen the room, and had never before seen anything like that room. He was all but reeling. Behind him Janey’s dad stood with his mouth hanging open, immobilised by Isaac’s politeness, his hand still stuck out from being shaken.

‘Come chargin’ in ’ere like she owns the place,’ Janey’s mum complained, standing in the kitchen doorway with a pair of tongs in her hand. ‘Bringin’ strange men.’

Halfway back down the front hall Chloe rapped on a closed door. ‘Have you seen Janey, Nath?’ she called out, and strained to hear through the television-yammer.

‘Fuckun’ leave me alone!’ came Nathan’s faint voice.

‘An’—an’ you can tell ’er from me!’ yelled Janey’s dad, rooted to the floor in the lounge room, waving an arm in the upper shadows. ‘I’ll tan her bloody hide, when I see her. Tell ’er she’s not too old to take me belt to, the trouble she’s caused ’er mother!’

Outside Chloe snorted. ‘What’s he talking about? Her mother hasn’t bothered with her for the last four years.’ She started running.

‘Christ, Chloe,’ said Isaac, catching up, ‘was that Janey’s home? How did she—how does she—?’

‘I’m not sure. I’m not sure about the answer to any of those questions.’

They ran down car-lined streets, through fitfully lit back alleys. Dogs came alive all around; Chloe and Isaac could have been traced by the dog-panic that rippled out from them. The Alsatians guarding the spring factory ran along their wire fence, eyes, teeth and saliva flashing, and pressed and bayed in a pack in the corner.

‘This looks like some kind of bombed-out castle,’ panted Isaac as Chloe crawled through into the caryard.

‘It is. A castle of bombs.’ Chloe’s voice was tinny and constricted inside a wreck. ‘Stay with me—it’s easy to get lost.’

Their breath and movements rasped in the close spaces they crawled through, car bodies and cavities between them, floors that were roofs, wheeled underbodies tilted against the pressing, yellow clouds. Then they could stand, and Chloe started calling Janey’s name as they ran from roof to roof with loud thunks and scrups, among the stilled rats and engines.

Chloe looked up and stopped running, and stopped calling. Isaac arrived beside her, and took hold of her elbow, and was breathing hard above her right ear. Where they both looked, high above, where the breeze blew, something like white pin-feathers riffled and stopped, riffled again.

‘She hasn’t heard us,’ Chloe said, and her voice cracked unexpectedly, so she said nothing more, but pulled away from Isaac and began to climb—slowly, as loudly as possible, so that Janey would wake up, and turn over, and laugh and say, You took your time, or G’day, Cole, or Omigod, Zack! Let me get some clothes on—whatever.

The stack of cars was not as usual. Chloe passed a crusted splatter of vomit, an empty whisky bottle, bent beer cans, cigarette butts by the score. All up the stack tiny cubes of broken glass, white, brown and green, some gummed together by bottle labels, slipped and scraped under her feet and hands, glittered at her eyes. A swollen tampon, not Janey’s brand, hung from a rear-vision mirror like a little lamp, trembling as she passed. Chloe climbed with a weight inside her, a wrecking ball that she must not let swing, a brimming iron cauldron she must not let spill. She held her lower lip hard between her teeth, and the top lip glued down to it, as she worked her way. Maybe, maybe. Maybe we’ll be lucky. If we’re lucky, just this time, I’ll never, I’ll always—

The cold breeze swirled down into her hair, buffeted one side of her face. She climbed onto the bonnet of the Wolseley. The windscreen was frosted, with seeing-holes cleared from it. Through them she saw Janey lying on her back across the boot, naked, white. Without pausing Chloe climbed onto the roof, looked over … and ceased to move, ceased to be able, except for her clear, good, young, relentless eyes, which continued to operate without her permission.

Janey seemed to float above the rusted metal, outlined by her own shadow. Then Chloe realised the shadow was a cape of blood, flown down around her from the back of her head and off over the edge of the boot. Janey’s arms had stiffened as if she were lifting her tide-marked hands in distaste from the blood. Her body was marked up and down with bruises old and new; her mouth and eyes were open in an expression of glazed surprise.

Isaac arrived, and seemed to have to hold onto Chloe, to prop her upright. I was perfectly all right before he came, she thought crossly, and tried to say, but her voice was not at her disposal. There didn’t seem to be much difference between her body and Janey’s except that hers was bound together and kept warm with clothing. And she was inside hers, whereas Janey was gone from her body, and didn’t have to know or feel. Janey was off somewhere else, sleeping, unaware, was walking dry-mouthed and dreamy along some street, or knocking on Chloe’s own door and sighing at having missed her, or crying on some stranger’s shoulder, some kind, helpful, warm-hearted person Chloe didn’t know about yet.

‘Come away,’ Isaac said thinly. ‘Don’t look.’

If he had shown the least wince of distaste Chloe would have pushed him off the stack. She wouldn’t have cared if it had killed him. Instead, his eyes—she found them eventually, at the end of the tunnels of his glasses—were wide and stunned, as hers felt. His aloofness had simply gone, his polite exterior cracked off him like exfoliated rock-shell, shattered aside.

‘That blood’s dry,’ Chloe whispered. ‘This didn’t happen tonight. She’s lain here … all this time!’ She felt some dangerous movement inside her and couldn’t speak any more for shaking.

They were sitting on the roof, Chloe’s hands inside Isaac’s like the weight of a cannon-ball on their knees. ‘We have to go, get the police, so they can find out who did it,’ he was urging. His words seemed peculiar, irrelevant. As if this had anything to do with other people! Who cared who did it or why? It was done; that was what mattered—and, done, it couldn’t be undone, and they were trapped here in this unbearable, unavoidable stretch of time, after the doing of it.

‘You go,’ she said. ‘I’m not leaving her again.’

‘She isn’t here, though,’ Isaac said gently.

‘I don’t care. This is what I’ve got—I’ll stay here. Someone’s got to treat her right.’

‘Chloe, I can’t leave you here. This is too—you’ll go mad, in this place, with Janey like this. I’m afraid for you.’

Chloe cast her eyes along the motionless body to the staring face. ‘I’ll put my coat over her, and close her eyes,’ she said, as firmly as she could.

‘You’ll need your coat—it’s freezing. I’ll put mine.’

‘Yes, yours is nicer.’ The beautiful teal lining shimmered down against Janey’s skin. It would be warm from Isaac, and so smooth—just what such poor, punished skin needed. ‘It won’t stain—everything’s dry,’ Chloe murmured.

‘Shall I close her eyes?’

Chloe felt herself sitting rock-like in the one spot. It might be safer to stay like that. When Isaac looked at her for an answer she nodded.

He crouched beside Janey’s head, hiding her from Chloe. He used one hand, then two. ‘Won’t they go down?’ said Chloe.

‘Yes, it’s all right. She’s quite cold,’ he added in a distant voice.

Chloe lifted her gaze to the stars. She felt she hadn’t raised her head for years. She felt the chemicals of shock seeping around her, blanketing and comforting her, because this could not be true.

Covered, eyes closed, Janey looked only like an accident victim; Chloe found herself staring at the coat over her chest, actually seeing it rise and fall, as if Isaac had performed some life-restoring rite.

He sat back beside her and put his long arm around her. She felt like a small, upset child or a very frail old person. She steeled herself against the warmth of him, and the shelter, because those things would soon be gone.

‘You can’t leave her, even like this?’ Isaac said.

‘Do you remember the way we came?’

‘Don’t worry about that. Will you be all right?’

‘I have to be. I’ve got a—got an obligation—’ The danger leaned at her again.

‘All right. Stay here—right here or very close by—so I can find you again. I’ll be as quick as I can.’

Chloe nodded, looking him in the eye to convince him.

She listened to him climb down, watched him move away, a shadow leaping. Once, before he entered the nest of cars, he turned back and his glasses gleamed, two tiny Os. Then Chloe was alone with her thoughts under the cold, light-stained clouds, with her burning eyes and her clenched limbs and the black wrecks all around her, with her friend, without her friend, without her friend in the world.


then
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Isaac’s group and Chloe’s go separately across the wrecks, a long, difficult way but Janey on her gurney can’t be taken the quicker. Chloe feels she ought to show them the proper way to travel this terrain, which is to leap, joyfully or in panic, coat flying, from roof to roof, never losing momentum, but they’re all so heavy with their caution and their belts and boots and holsters. Maybe the leaping, the flying, was actually not possible, like a bumble-bee’s flight, and now they’re being told, Janey and she, of their own weight and the laws that bind it. Life from now on will be this struggle up and across and down, planting each foot where the preceding people placed theirs, bending and balancing and climbing, admitting the existence of gravity.

There’s a terribly ordinary van, not even an ambulance, without even a revolving light, into which Janey is slid. Isaac and Chloe don’t speak, with police beside them, with the panoply of emergency all about them. Isaac’s face is tearless and smooth. He has resumed his normal face, whereas Chloe’s, from inside, feels irrevocably warped. Then he turns and looks to her, and it’s as if he’s holding her upright still. He passes on his strength, by being there, by his calm eyes, his familiarity. Then they’re guided to their separate police cars, and taken to the station.
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They all go to the snow. It’s a bad season—they get there early and the snow comes late. All Chloe remembers afterwards is Janey and herself out striding. Janey is wearing sandshoes and her feet have gone numb—they’re striding to keep her blood moving. They’re laughing, expecting to get back to the rented chalet and take Janey’s socks off and find her toes loose in the sock ends, tinkling together like crystals or chunks of charcoal.

There seems to be so much space around them. It really feels like the top of the world, Chloe thinks. Janey says they’re pretty near the top of Australia, but that isn’t what Chloe means. Out in the bush it’s a different kind of space—with all those trees like a different, silent species of people, there’s just as much of a crowd as in the city. Worse—sometimes you can’t even see the sky. But up here the squeaky-blue sky is all around, even below the level of their feet. Rocks and ground with little plants show dark through the melting blue-whiteness, and the sunlit snow burns in their eyes and leaves weird-shaped prints in them like leopard skin.
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At the station it is all overbright rooms, not quite clean in the corners, and slouching police. Chloe has to describe in her own words when she last saw Janey, and how she came to find her. With the warmth inside the station she isn’t so shaky, but she still cries. She runs at the eyes. It isn’t a matter of not caring who sees her; she hardly has room in her mind to even acknowledge that other people are there. All she is, apart from the words the law is asking of her, is this weeping.

‘Her own words’ are clumsy, and order themselves strangely, and behind them hovers a vacuum, so that at any minute they might pop like a plane window and suck reality out of the world. The policeman types doggedly, and when it is read back to her and printed out she signs it ‘Chloe Hunter’, as if it were a piece of schoolwork. Hers seems like a long and complicated name—during its writing she wonders, Is this really my name? Whose life have I strayed into here, and how do I get back to my own? I must ring Janey as soon as I do.

[image: image]

Chloe and Janey lie in a summery daze in the park, half in sunlight, half under a curved-leafed gum tree whose shedding purple bark shows green-white new skin beneath. The cover of Chloe’s maths textbook is beginning to warp in the sun, half-fallen out of her school pack. They’re supposed to be in school.

Chloe’s wondering again why sky is blue, knowing that some-whereabouts in her brain she does know, sweeping through her memory trying to hear whichever teacher’s explanation, or maybe Joys—she does tend to know, and to want to tell everyone.

Janey’s fiddle-fiddling with something near her ear, and plucking stalks. Chloe can feel the planet give them up, the reverberations around the roots.

Janey lays something on Chloe’s front, but Chloe doesn’t look at it until later when they’re getting up to go. It’s a curl of eucalypt bark, packed tight with seedheaded grass stalks, ears of grass. ‘Isn’t that neat!’ She carries it home, and is never able to throw it away.
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Out in the hall the police officer says to Isaac, ‘Your turn, mate,’ and to Chloe, ‘You’re free to go now, love.’ It’s strange to be unleashed. Chloe just stands there.

‘I’ll go with you if you want to wait,’ Isaac says. Without thanking him or even looking at him she sits down.
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She calls Chloe ‘Cole’, short for Colo, which is from a Les Murray poem they found at school when they were supposed to be studying a different one, ‘The Mouthless Image of God in the Hunter-Colo Mountains’—Janey insists it’s the only poem that has any decent sex in it.

You long to show someone non-human the diaphragm-shuffle
which may be your species’ only distinctive cry,
the spasm which, in various rhythms, turns our face awry,
contorts speech, shakes the body, and makes our eyelids liquefy.

It makes no difference for Chloe to tell her that Les Murray was describing laughter—‘Not that sort of diaphragm, twit!’

Janey really likes the idea of the liquefied eyelids. She gives Chloe a jar of them for her seventeenth birthday: water and cochineal, with false eyelashes floating through it. And calls her Colo all the time. She tells her it’s because she’s ‘cool, but a bit mixed up’.
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They walk home, Isaac large in his coat beside her. Chloe has the distinct feeling of the pavements turning everywhere to slush but for a small, hurriedly semi-solid place beneath each stepping foot.

Only the hall light is on at home. Isaac’s civilised feet go quietly up the stairs. Then Chloe hears her mother suppress a gasp, and come hurrying downstairs, and the whole house lights up and wakes as the thing becomes true again and bludgeons them each, four new people who have to hear it.

She hears Isaac begin to crack, answering Mum and Dad’s stunned questions. She doesn’t know how he can speak at all, through the knowledge that out there the night held—the two of them went—and saw—. Chloe feels skinned, flinching from the cruelty of the air. She sits held in one piece by her mother while the blows of what Isaac is telling fall again, clumps and dumps of bad information that can’t be delivered gently.

Nick’s eyes are wide and stunned; he has one arm around Pete next to him. Isaac’s face is hidden behind his big white knuckly hands—such grown-man’s hands, Chloe thinks in a daze, feeling baby-like and babied, wrapped in this house and family whose pain can’t ease hers by even the smallest degree, in a safety that in the end is a betrayal, because she isn’t armed against a night like this. Police, morgues, injuries—she’s gone along in all innocence, never dreaming these words might be used of Janey, but now that she looks back, of course they were coming—she should have seen them flapping like vultures over Janey all along, from way back in the schoolyard, and in a tall column spiralling up on the thermals of evil grotty heat from Janey’s house. All Janey’s life people had been drawing back from her, baulking, looking askance, doubting, being ‘concerned’, consulting each other—for this reason, that they are grown up and know, have seen, that these things can happen, in this world, now, to real people. They’ve seen the vultures, and they didn’t tell her. Or they did, sort of, by all that fuss and worry, but they never actually made her listen, made her understand, made her know too.
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Here she is in her bed—recognisably it’s her bed, everything about it is real. It’s feelable, seeable in a kind of grainy light like the pre-dawn, only creepy. On the wall, as usual, hang the two costumes Janey made herself and Chloe for the Mardi Gras, but in this dream they clothe two sagging, white-haired, white-skinned Janey-corpses. Their heads slump in the feather and pampas-plume headdresses, the eyes open slits, the lips pulling back from their teeth. Where the skirts end, propped on the bookshelves, the Janeys’ hands death-grip the wood.

Oh God, oh God, she’s condemned to sleep under these things, to wake up to them every morning. How will she stand it? How can she ever have a normal life again?
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When Chloe sees Janey in the next dream, a battle cry rips out of her, but she’s obstructed by boiler-suited legs, by police cars, by ambulance officers. She can see Janey staring at the sky, the waxen face, the hair straggling off, raw patches on the scalp; she knows the spark is still there, if she can only get through them, if she can pound the white chest to kick-start the heart, and blow into Janey’s mouth with all her strength. But their arms reach and cross across her face; all these do-gooding, fate-accepting adults smilingly, consolingly, physically hold her back. She screams out, desperate, ‘Over here! Look this way! They won’t let me through!’

She wakes with the screaming. Some kind of black animal scrambles towards her across her room, dimly lit from the hall. She throws up her arms and slams back against the wall with a last scream.

‘It’s me.’ It’s Joy. She switches the bed lamp on and they stare at each other, panting.
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Janey comes with them on a camping trip, early on. It’s the first time she’s been out of town since spending a day at her grandma’s in the mountains four years before.

Chloe takes her camera—it’s so new she feels she ought to, even though she doesn’t really know what she’s supposed to do with it. Janey uses it most of the time. She takes a series of photos of her own feet, bare, in the bush. Joy and Dane won’t let her go barefoot or in thongs on bushwalks, so every rest-stop Janey walks off a little way, takes off the hiking boots she’s borrowed from Nick, gets her photo and puts the boots back on.

‘Is she all right, that girl?’ Nick says to Chloe. None of them knows Janey very well yet. Even Chloe isn’t quite sure why she’s becoming Janey’s friend.

When the photos come back, Joy clears the kitchen noticeboard and pins up the twenty foot-photos, in four neat rows of five, like a real exhibition. When Chloe and Janey charge in from school that afternoon Chloe stops short, seeing them, and Janey crashes into her, then stares with her, her hands bunched at her mouth.

The feet look like white fins or flowers or fans of coral, wet with seawater in one photo, striped from boot socks the next. Sea-foam blurs past them, sand crusts them, sword-grass stripes them with shadows. Indigo rock; dewy green ferns; a mat of fine leaves, dove-grey and rose, curved almost into circles—the colours and the textures, colours and textures Chloe didn’t see, all come alive around those neatly side-by-side city girl’s feet.

‘Oh, don’t they look great all together!’ says Chloe inadequately. But when she turns around, Janey’s eyes are filling with tears. ‘Jesus, Janey! What—’

‘That was such a great holiday,’ Janey quavers. Then she wipes the tears on her arm and goes to the board for a closer look. After a while she says, in a stronger voice, ‘They all came out really good, didn’t they?’

Chloe stares at her. She doesn’t have a clue what makes her tick, and it’s exciting, not knowing—she isn’t scared of her, just curious, just wildly curious. It’s as if whole lobes of Chloe’s brain, whole cell-scapes in her eyes, are being stirred awake.
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Chloe dreams standing outside the caryard, cold in the starlight, watching car corpses, two and three at a time, swing from a magnet—rise, swing and drop, shaking the ground. She knows Janey’s in there somewhere but she’s not allowed in while the work’s going on. She knows Janey’s deep in one of those piles, white, naked, stained, cold, all on her own. She’s not allowed in. Her helplessness is so strong she can feel it rotting her insides.
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She dreams meeting Janey up at the shops, on an ordinary day, sunny, with colours. Janey looks dreadful—like Edward Scissorhands, her hair grown out dark and scraggly, her face bruised and scarred. Chloe’s mildly irritated that Janey’s put them through all this fuss, and she tells her so.

‘Yeah,’ Janey admits. ‘I’m hopeless, I know.’

‘How are you, then?’

‘Oh, okay. Healing up okay.’ She indicates the back of her head. Chloe knows she’s lying.

‘Give us a look.’

Janey turns and Chloe pulls aside the dreadlocks to reveal a gaping black cavity that goes right through Janey’s head. ‘It hardly hurts at all now,’ Janey insists, and Chloe can see daylight out her mouth.

‘Oh, Janey. You should see someone about this.’

‘It’s okay, really,’ she says.

‘But your brain! Here, bend over and hold it in and I’ll take you up the hospital.’

Janey walks bent beside Chloe. Chloe’s worried—will they get there in time? And what about infection? The air’s full of dust and fumes, and the crowd is thickening.

Janey gets the giggles; her bent body convulses and she scuttles along in a horrible way, as a joke.

‘Don’t turn your head, Janey,’ Chloe instructs, which is exactly the wrong thing to say. Still bent double, Janey looks aside at her, really malevolent now, and goggles her eyes and flaps her tongue like a Maori warrior. Her brain, the size and colour of a beef kidney but wetter, falls out and splats on the pavement. Her eyes turn white and she scuttles on over the rubbery brain, still laughing, still making dreadful faces.
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Some time after daylight, Isaac and her mother are murmuring downstairs. Chloe’s eyes are so swollen she can barely open them. Her entire body aches almost audibly, like a low, ongoing moan. This puzzles her, until she remembers all in one hit. She looks from top to bottom of the memories, her own and Janey’s body merged within them; she too carries crushed bone in the back of her head; bruises band her upper arms, sprinkle the rest of her. In her deepest deep inside is the rape-bruise, a wound torn within a wound, flowering blood and fear, Nathan’s worst work—and maybe others’ too, after him, which would be … terrifying … unbearable … And the pain, too … After that, you would be grateful for unconsciousness, anyone would be, anyone would go into it gladly, just to end such pain.

Chloe lies there aching, hurting, crying a long time, hearing through it Isaac leave the house, the telephone ringing, the clatter of dishes, traffic swishing by outside. There is nothing to get up for—she cannot work, or eat, or speak. Her life is deserted, blown to the four winds, and she can’t see how to go on, how to physically rise and enter a day.
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In Year 9 they choose a Craft elective because they like the teacher, Mr Frobisher, but at the last minute he gets glandular fever and a woman called Mrs Tench is rung in. She’s a real disappointment, really tame. She likes dried flowers and shell-covered picture frames.

‘Bloody hell,’ says Chloe to Janey on the way home—this is in the years when they still swear—‘a whole term of that raffia-head. Découpage, for God’s sake. Cupids. Roses. Girls in bonnets.’

Janey just walks slower and slower, and then her head comes up. Her smile is devilish; it looks a bit weird on her face, which is like a sweet little doll’s.

‘We’ll do her,’ she says. ‘We’ll do her right over. What’s more, she won’t even know she’s being done.’

‘How? How? You’ve got an idea!’

‘I’ve got an idea. This’s so cool. I’ve got to get home.’ She’s already hurrying ahead.

‘How’s that? I thought you were going to come to my place.’

‘I won’t have time. I’ll show you tomorrow!’ She’s running. Chloe has never seen her running home before.

They’ve each been given a little wooden egg, which they are supposed to start covering with decorations snipped from magazines—or they can just buy transfers from a craft shop (that’s how feeble Mrs Tench’s ideas are). They’ve already primed it with varnish—that’s how they spent a riveting forty minutes while she showed them pictures of rose-splattered jewel boxes and screens covered with Victorian-era children and pretty ladies. Chloe sits at her desk at home really annoyed at Mr Frobisher for getting sick and depriving them of his ideas for mad collages and moving sculptures.

Next morning Janey meets her at her gate, with the same smile on her face. ‘Show me, then,’ Chloe says, and she fishes a margarine-box out of her pack. Inside it, the egg is in a little nest of cotton wool, its upper surface covered with strange pink leaves and buds.

‘What d’you mean?’ Chloe laughs, disappointed. ‘It’s just roses. She’ll love it.’ But Janey won’t take the box back, and she’s chuckling. Chloe looks again, closer. ‘Well, not roses. But it’s floral.’

‘Yeah. Isn’t it? Oh, good. There’s no way Mrs Tench’ll work it out, if you can’t.’

Chloe scowls at the egg, insulted. Those flower centres—that’s where the strangeness lies. They’re kind of … they have soft hairs all around, black or gingery or yellow … and they aren’t round, but eye-shaped, irregular … it’s all so tiny. She puts the egg in a patch of sunlight and scowls at it some more. Janey is laughing and staggering about in front of her.

‘“Any old magazines lying around!” See, I have to give you clues! What sorts of magazines are lying around my place?’

Chloe tries not to go around to Janey’s place too often. ‘Not gardening magazines.’

‘No! Nothing of Mum’s, nothing of mine, so … ?’ She waves her hand in a circle and nods expectantly at Chloe.

‘Your dad’s then? Car magazines? Nathan’s? Motorbikes?’

‘No! No! Try again!’

The penny drops. ‘Porno mags!’ All of a sudden she can see the six little vagina-mouths, surrounded by petals of thigh and breast and bottom, shaded delicate-apricot-to-orange-tan, or white-through-rose-to-blush-red. Her own skin goes all hot. ‘Man, that is so gross!’

‘Isn’t it?’ squeaks Janey, jumping about.

‘But what if she works it out?’

‘She won’t. No way will she.’

‘You reckon?’

‘No, it’s so good. She won’t look past the roses. I mean, it’s so …’

Chloe holds it at arms length and laughs out loud. ‘It’s so pretty, isn’t it!’

‘Yeah! I mean, we can really do this woman. We can get top marks and still do her, if we’re careful. If we just make everything so well, you know? So that it looks like exactly what she wants, but isn’t. What d’you reckon?’

‘I reckon excellent.’
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Grief is like weather—rainstorms and windstorms, lulls, long dry spells broken by floods, and underneath some slower passage from one season to another. It’s as insensible as weather, as irresistible, as exhausting.

It’s an unshare-able thing, but people keep offering to share it, offering themselves to be cried on, or their arms to hold her—or, finding her upright and dry-eyed, their company, which is sometimes conversational but more often silent, basic relief from solitude. Words, which she thought were so important, which she and Janey tossed and played with for days and nights at a time—words, she finds, are the least of it. People give time, people give presence, and say so much by these gifts that Chloe can’t see it for its size. Her family’s thoughts for her, its attention, shape the air all around her; these are the only shapes that exist, besides the physical, warm, wool-clad, cried-on shapes of the bodies she had almost forgotten as bodies, bodies she had somehow, at some point, fallen out of the habit of touching. She used to know Janey’s body better than any of these—she leaned against it, knew exactly how hard to knock it to send it staggering, wrestled with it, tickled it. As for her own, she still leaks tears and sways and sometimes can’t bring herself to stand up; sleep wrinkles her and tangles her hair, and crying bags her eyes and wears the bloom off her nose. Her period comes early, making the bleeding literal, adding its ache to all the others.
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‘Don’t tell me, Mum—I can tell by your face you’re “concerned”.’

‘I am. Worried. I mean, is this behaviour okay by you?’

Chloe sits on Joy’s little tapestried footstool in front of the fire, drinking hot chocolate. She’s just fourteen and thinks she’s cool as cool. She brushes Joy’s question away, breezily, she thinks. She feels breezy. She feels cool. She can handle anything.

‘It’s not like I can do anything about it. It happens. She’s like that, sort of on heat for a couple of days—at least, last time it was only a couple of days. I don’t know what I’ll do if she stays like this.’

‘Isn’t it a bit gross for you, sitting around waiting, hearing it going on?’

‘A bit. But it doesn’t take long, and she’s always in an excellent mood afterwards, instead of all manic and twitchy.’

Joy frowns at the fire. ‘You do realise that most people don’t do sex like that?’

Chloe can’t believe she’s said that. She just looks at her, and when Joy sees Chloe’s face she laughs. ‘Well, I have to say it; it has to be seen to be said—I’m your mum! I don’t know what you know, what you think about these things. And if she goes off the rails I don’t want her to pull you off too.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum, okay? I’m not interested in all that, and if I ever am I sure won’t be doing it like Janey. It’s okay!’ Chloe goes on, seeing Joy’s face full of doubts. ‘I know the difference between Janey’s life and mine! We’ve always been really different. That’s what keeps us friends, because we’re interesting to each other.’

Nick has been sitting side-on to them, talking with Isaac and Dane. He turns to Joy and Chloe. ‘You talking about Janey? A bit too bloody interesting, if you ask me.’

‘Well, just because you couldn’t cope with her life doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong with it.’

‘Anything wrong with it? Show me something right!’

He laughs when Chloe stays silent, but it’s just that she doesn’t know where to begin.

When he turns away again, Joy says, ‘I’m wondering—is this better or worse than nicking stuff at Marketown?’

‘It’s not illegal, is it?’ says Chloe.

‘Well, there is an age of consent.’

‘But they’d both be under it, Janey and—whoever.’

‘Whoever. Do you know how chilling that sounds, to a parent’s ear? She is using condoms?’

‘When I nag her, she is.’ Chloe grins at a memory of Janey grumpily snatching the silver packet out of her hand. Joy cocks an eyebrow at her. ‘Well, look, she’s fine when she’s with me. She’s sensible—no, she’s not sensible, but she does what I tell her. You can ground me if you want, but if I’m not with her I can’t keep control of the situations she gets into. If I’m there, I can keep us both safe.’

‘I wouldn’t ground you,’ says Joy seriously. ‘I would get you to promise, though, that when she’s in this mood you’ll be extremely careful to stay in control, and not take any risks.’

‘I will. I have. I do. You’re not asking me to do anything I don’t already do.’

‘Well, good,’ says Joy, with deep uncertainty.
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With the arrival of every familiar person, the impact falls anew, like a short, awful video being rewound and played again and, cruelly, again—each time, the vacuum forms itself beside her, behind her and, when she sits in her room recovering, in front of her on the spare bed. It’s a Janey-sized nonexistence in the air, in her life.

Besides the grief is the other thing, the fear that seizes her, the scenes that play themselves out in her head at night, over and over. She thinks she will never go out at night again, or alone again, because the world is truly, physically dangerous, and bodies are frail and soft, on fragile armatures of bone, infinitely vulnerable. Her own body seems to be a magnet for pain—it seems to have been drawing this one event towards her all her life. This one, and who can tell what others?

This is what she’s known without admitting it, all along. This was why, all those times, she bestirred herself to go with Janey when she would rather have slobbed in front of the TV. Even as an abstract possibility, danger had had the power to rouse her to deflect it, unthinkingly, automatically. As a gross reality, as a violence against her friend and herself, it smacks her into intolerable wakefulness. It throws open around her a vast, dark world in which anything can happen, any awful thing.
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Janey puts Chloe’s hair in cornrows. It’s the first time she’s ever done them. She’s like that; she just knows. Afterwards people will come up to Chloe on the street and ask who did them, how much it cost.

It costs an afternoon eating Milkos and listening to CDs in Chloe’s room, while Janey draws lines on her head like furrows in a field with a cold steel comb and works tiny plaits down each one, and on out the length of her hair, finishing each plait with a green glass bead.

Chloe watches Janey’s hands in the wardrobe mirror in a kind of trance. They’re real girl’s hands—they remind Chloe of hands in a medieval painting of a madonna or a noblewoman, tapered white fingers, with dimples for knuckles. Janey’s bitten nails are flecked with chips of old black lacquer. When Chloe closes her eyes the fingers feel like mice nesting in her hair.

‘You’re half done, about. You can get an idea.’

Chloe opens her eyes. ‘Oh, weird.’ Half her hair is drying out, and fluffing off across one shoulder. The other half has shrivelled into its rows as if burnt into lumps. Her head looks like a phrenologist’s dummy, her scalp shining in lines. She shakes it and the beads rattle. ‘I feel like a bobbly lampshade. Or one of those covers they put over milk jugs, the ones with the beads.’ She tries to see herself side on, to imagine the whole effect. The plaits are so straight, so even—and wet-dark. Not like her hair at all.

‘It’s going to be great,’ says Janey. This is in the days when they drink diet drinks from cans, and Janey has a slurp and then cracks her knuckles before getting back to the job. ‘Shows your face better. Makes you look less like a blonde.’

‘More like an alien.’

‘More like you, not just a girl with gorgeous hair.’ She wets down the other half ruthlessly with the water-spray bottle, and Chloe shivers as the cold water slides down her neck. Above her, humming, Janey works on.
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At school, some days, Janey can’t hold on until evening. The news is muttered around the school, and eventually someone, usually Gemma’s friend Sophie, comes up to Chloe and says, ‘You should do something about that friend of yours. She’s gone in the boys’ toilets again.’

‘Why, she’s not hassling anyone, is she?’

‘It’s disgusting. She’s worse than a prostitute; she doesn’t even get paid.’ Sophie darts her head forward like a water bird spearing a fish, then pulls it back to see Chloe’s reaction.

But Chloe’s got a special face for Sophie and people like her. All she has to do is think ‘oyster’ and the face makes itself, mask-like and cool except for her left eyebrow, which slides up. ‘Maybe the boys should do something about themselves, if it’s so disgusting,’ she says very calmly. Or, ‘Never mind, Sophie, you’re not being forced to watch.’ And Sophie goes back to her friends and they all bitch together and throw Chloe dirty looks over their shoulders.

Small-minded people are like oysters, she thinks; they just lie in their shells going over and over their irritations until they’ve smoothed them into little pearls, little ‘wisdoms’. Crack the shell and squirt a little lemon juice on them, anything new, anything not ‘nice’, and they’re all shocked, squirming.

Janey slips into the first period after lunch a little bit late. Girls’ faces ice over; boys’ heads duck. Janey’s lips are very red and her eyes and skin are as bright as dew with sunlight on it. She sits beside Chloe, and Chloe slides her book over to show Janey where they’re up to.
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‘I just don’t understand what she was doing in a place like that. A wrecker’s yard, for heaven’s sake, in the middle of the night!’

‘We went there all the time, Mum.’ Chloe, lying on the couch, adjusts the cool, damp face-washer across her swollen eyes. She sounds as if she has a heavy cold, and feels deaf and stupid from crying. ‘It was kind of a hide-out of ours.’

‘A hide-out? What were you hiding from? Who?’

‘Nothing. Not that kind of a … just a place to go, that was ours.’ She feels Joy looking at her, not understanding. ‘Like a fort, or a cubby. And Janey would bring boys there, for the privacy.’

‘Well,’ Joy still sounds at a loss. ‘It was private, all right.’

‘But not great crowds of boys. And not big boys—just little, runty ones. She would’ve been safe if she’d just gone there with a rat-boy or two.’

‘A rat-boy or two,’ whispers Joy. Chloe feels her mother’s hand on her knee, heavy and firm. ‘I know this sounds like treason, but there are aspects of Janey’s existence that I will not miss.’ She gives a loud, wet sniff.

‘She was worth it,’ counters Chloe, coldly, because that is the only way she can get the words out. ‘I wouldn’t have gone along with it if she hadn’t been worth it.’

‘It’s not the going along with—it’s the going away!’ Joy bursts out. ‘I mean, out of hearing, even of screams, so that no one would hear and help, no one could hear. Don’t you see? Do you see what I’m—’

Chloe lies chilled by that voice skating out of its normal register. She looks out from under the washer. In her jeans and jumper, with her ponytail, Joy looks like a slim girl. Only her hands show her age, one on Chloe’s knee, one cupping her own face—shiny, loose-fleshed, the skin ringed and drawn with lines like a contour map.

And then Joy surprises her at it, with a look of pure anxiety, swimming through tears. ‘I mean, Janey I would believe wouldn’t think—I wouldn’t expect her to. But you …’

Chloe presses the washer to her eyes again.

Joy says unsteadily, ‘Do you see how you put yourselves out of—not in danger, so much, but just … out of range of help?’

‘Of course I see,’ Chloe groans out. ‘I see, okay? I see!’ The endless tears boil up again, stinging her eyes; Joy’s hand clamps her knee to the point of pain.
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Chloe wakes up in the middle of the night—no, something wakes her up, a noise, or a smell suddenly strengthening. In a slab of moonlight Janey’s twisted sheet has been wrestled to the floor. The door hangs wide.

She hears the noise again, still unidentifiable. It’s coming from outside, through the window, not the door. She gets out of bed and goes downstairs as silently as she can, in a strong, high moonlight, like a heatless noon.

There’s no one in the back yard. The back door is open and Chloe, after peering out and seeing nothing, goes into the garden. There’s the noise again, and a whole lot of quieter ones; they come from the cubby-house in the peppercorn tree, where Nick has taken to sleeping, these summer nights. It sounds as if two people are trying to fight very quietly.

Chloe stands looking at the little house, which shakes just visibly, shivers travelling down the tresses of the branch it’s built on. She feels actually sick, trying not to imagine what’s going on inside. She had thought Janey might be able to just like her brothers, without having to jump on them.

Chloe is about to backtrack up to her room (where she would have lain, wide awake, full of bitter thoughts and trying not to listen), when Nick’s T-shirted shoulders show at the window, Janey’s hands linked behind his neck. He pulls them apart, and Chloe hears him say, ‘No. No. Absolutely not. Go back to your own bed.’

Janey laughs. ‘What? Not even a kiss?’

‘Not even a kiss. Go on.’

The little play-door opens. ‘Aw?’ says Janey.

‘Go on. Upstairs.’

‘You are so mean.’

‘Go on, before Clo wakes up.’

Chloe is standing in the middle of the yard, sagging with relief. ‘What the bleeding heck, Janey?’ She can be cool now. She can cope.

‘Oh, he’s …’ Janey appears, naked, and starts down the ladder. ‘He won’t do it,’ she says, jumping off the last step.

Chloe looks up at Nick, who leans in the doorway, running his hands through his hair. ‘Of course he won’t,’she says, as much to him as to Janey. Janey starts for the house. ‘What made you think—?’

‘Oh, I didn’t. I just thought if I took him by surprise …’ She turns back at the door. ‘I might have a chance, you know. But he’s too quick. He woke up.’ She stands there in the doorway. Her body is already a young woman’s—it curves, it leads the eye this way and that—while Chloe’s remains straight-up-and-down, a girl’s.

Chloe glances up at Nick again, and sees the tail end of something in his expression as he watches Janey. Chloe thinks, If he hadn’t woken up so fast, if she’d gone a bit further—

He shrugs and grins at Chloe, then both doorways are dark. Chloe follows Janey into the house.
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Carl says, ‘I couldn’t see why I should go on living. It seemed as if my whole point had been to care for him.’

‘And what is it now?’

Carl turns from the window. ‘What is what?’

‘Your whole point,’ says Chloe.

‘Oh. I don’t know if I’ve got words for it yet.’ He means there isn’t any point, thinks Chloe in despair. And it’s been a year, for him. He always looks so sad. How can the same face, the same bones and skin, look so radiant one year and so desolate the next? Her own skin feels sore, over the bones that refuse to ease her pain by dissolving out of existence.

He sits on the opposite bed. When he speaks it’s slowly and with some puzzlement. ‘My heart keeps on pumping, you know? Everything functions. Just to appreciate that functioning—every beat, every spark up here.’ He taps his head. ‘It seems the least I can do, somehow, not to take it for granted.’

Chloe listens, waiting for him to utter some lifeline phrase she can grab hold of. All this year she’s been wondering about Carl and Gus, unable to ask him, Well, what’s it like for you now? And now? Gus’s death has evaporated so quickly into something she can’t talk about, but that darkens the air around everyone when Carl visits. And now Janey’s makes this opening, this reopening, for Carl, and there is this impossibly painful, necessary kind of speech, heart to heart, injury to injury, part of the frightening, heightened super-consciousness that is like an illness in her, that is afflicting her.

He’s smiling at her. ‘But you’re not ready for this yet. It’s so early.’ He leans across and lays his hands on hers. ‘It does ease—I should tell you that. It doesn’t ever go away completely, what you’re knowing now, but it kind of grows into you. You carry it around with you without it hurting so badly.’

Chloe nods, not believing him, not seeing how it could possibly happen. ‘I just don’t understand—’ she says in a cold, cramped voice. She looks up and he makes a listening movement with his eyebrows. Why I get to go on, she meant to say, but it comes out as ‘Anything. Any of it, any more.’

‘I know. It changes the whole universe,’ he says. ‘It just destroys it in one hit and says, “Okay, go off and make a new one.” And we think, “But how—me?—without Gus, without Janey? Who will I come home and tell about it? Why should I bother?”’ He squeezes her hands tighter. ‘But you do—or you will do, when you’re ready.’
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When Chloe gets home from school the next day, Nick is sitting studying at the dining room table. He checks behind her immediately

‘You’re safe. She’s at home doing some laundry.’

He looks relieved. ‘She’s dangerous, that girl.’

Behind him through the window Chloe can see the cubby-house door propped open, the curtains blowing out the open window. Nick glances out, too. ‘Couldn’t get the smell of her out of that room all night, and she was only in there about ten seconds. Enough to ruin my night’s sleep, I can tell you.’

‘I thought she might try it on you some time.’ Well, feared she might. Now that the fear’s been put to rest it’s possible to joke about it. ‘You’d be so convenient, eh? And she needs a nice, steady, tolerant man like you.’

He shrinks down into his notes. ‘God, she’d take over. I don’t think there’s enough of me. Truly,’ he adds, meeting Chloe’s eyes.

‘I don’t know about that, actually.’ Chloe is wondering, seriously, for the first time, whether there is an ideal man for Janey. If it isn’t the rat-boys, and nice boys like Nick are too scared of her …

‘Don’t you? I do,’ Nick says firmly. ‘I’ve got a life to live.’

Chloe is stung. ‘Oh, and I haven’t?’

Nick looks at her and she is doubly stung. He doesn’t actually say, Well, you said it, but he might as well have.
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The trouble is, she keeps waking and waking. Her body only needs so much sleep. Then there’s food, brought to her every mealtime by her family, and images in a rustling crowd through her brain, and a need to move, but often she’s unable to step outside that room; sometimes even opening the door is impossible. So she stays there.

In the middle of the fourth night, or possibly the fifth, cried into a wakeful stupor, she sits at her desk with the envelope of Eddie-photos. She leafs through them, drawing her knees up under her jumper, rocking away the pain, the pain that’s part of the consolation of seeing Janey so clearly in Eddie’s face, so clearly that Janey might have self-pollinated to produce this Janey-boy with his black-on-white features, his pale blue, dark-lashed eyes.

No one else is awake. Chloe’s eyes are cried dry and her mind hinges itself again, moves to grip and finds thoughts instead of swamp. She picks up a pen, finds a pad, spends some time trying to work out the date, decides it doesn’t matter and writes Dear Eddie, in writing that looks nothing like her own, over-careful like a drunk’s, heavily off-balance. She crawls down the page keeping this handwriting in line, and on, getting things down for the only other person who might ever care to know them.

They fall out all disordered, like an old person’s ramblings. There are such a lot; it’ll take years to tell, because it took years to live. For every memory she puts down, dozens flit through her head and are lost. And objects go with the memories, that she’ll have to fetch: other photographs, Janey’s sketches and creations, poems, chunks from books, old magazines—Chloe makes a list as she goes, and goes on writing, thinking and writing, blowing her nose, wiping her eyes and writing. She takes her list out into the dark house and tracks a few things down, and comes back with them and with a queue in her head of things to write, and on she writes until she begins to have a great deal written down, enough so that when she waits nothing flows immediately into her mind. At dawn she peels off the clothes she’s worn since she found Janey, down to the last humid grey layers, and showers and goes empty to bed.
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The next time she sees Nick, Janey, quite unembarrassed, gives him a big smacking kiss on the cheek.

‘Ow.’ He wipes it off, and laughs back at her. Chloe watches him closely, and listens for flirtatiousness in their laughter. She can’t detect any.

She is deeply relieved. If Nick had taken Janey on, Janey might not have needed Chloe any more; Nick is, sort of, a right-sexed Chloe. Chloe might well have been totally redundant, sitting in her room with her books, hearing Janey laughing (and worse) in Nick’s room. She feels sick just thinking about it.

But Janey might have been happier, she thinks guiltily. If Nick was prepared to care … She pulls herself up—this is her friend, not some kind of exotic pet whose care and keeping can be passed from one person to another. Instantly she feels burdened, and sees Janey as exactly that, and panics. Will it ever end? Will she ever have a life of her own to live, like Nick?

All this flashes through her head very quickly. Nick and Janey are still laughing; the smile is still nailed to Chloe’s face.
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‘She would just go out and do stuff, you know?’ says Chloe, weeping, to Dane. ‘When I try and think, of the next move—in my life, I mean—I just—nothing’s there. Nothing’s saying, “Hey, do me.” Nothing’s demanding to be done, by me. I mean, there’s this BA. I applied, I got into it, I’m all set to do it—but I don’t have the urge to do it like Isaac does, or even just wanting to make a living from it like Nick. And Janey … I really wanted her to get into Fine Art—she would’ve taken off like a rocket, you know?’

‘So you think,’ says Dane, ‘that if anyone should have their brains bashed in, it should be colourless, unmotivated you, not Janey.’

Chloe lays her face among her interlocked fingers. ‘I guess I do mean that.’

‘You think that she should be alive now, and you should be dead. If there was any justice in the world.’

Chloe, hiding, nods, sniffs; a long silence.

‘News for you, honey-girl,’ Dane whispers. ‘There is no justice.’ He kisses her hair. ‘You’re stuck here with us.’ A sobbing laugh tears itself from Chloe. ‘Colourless, boring, directionless, Chloe is stuck in this world. Marvellous Janey, who had all the talent, all the sex appeal, all the initiative—’ his whisper is almost inaudible under Chloe’s moans ‘—she’s gone on to that other one, if there is one.’

Eventually Chloe chokes out, ‘I miss her—hurts, it actually hurts! Like, my body! All over.’

Dane gathers her up. ‘It won’t hurt forever—not so badly.’

‘Oh, but it hurts now!’

‘And it should, and it should,’ he soothes. ‘Don’t sound so outraged—of course it hurts! She was a big girl, in every way. She took up a lot of room. For a while you just have to stop, and … and register what you’ve lost.’

‘Feels like everything—’

‘I know. But it isn’t, not quite. Really. Believe me. Other things will come along. You’ll be glad to be alive again, some time, if you can hold out through this.’

Chloe says nothing, but nods and sobs on.
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It’s spring. It’s raining. They’ve been inside all day. Now they’re running across the park at night, just to be running, just because they can, there’s room. The rain drops sting, but between them the air is soft and springy, and it smells green. Everything feels alive; even the swings look alive, like newborn giraffes bracing themselves upright.

There’s a fantastic slippery-slide, following the slope of the park down, curving right, then left. Janey and Chloe both see it at the same second. ‘It’s gotta be done,’ says Janey, her face blistered all over with water drops. She takes off her clothes, shoves them at Chloe, and gallops away to the slide. She’s fifteen, but as unembarrassed as a child would be. Chloe staggers after her, a sleeve trailing out of the clothes bundle and tripping her up. ‘Watch out, it’ll be slippery with this rain,’ she says, but Janey’s off already.

It is slippery. She’s immediately out of control. She slews right, slews left, too fast even to scream. She shoots out of the end, hangs there like an airborne Henry Moore sculpture, and lands hard in a puddle in the bark-chip soft fall.

The breath is knocked out of her. ‘How. Oh. Ow.’ When she manages to gulp some air, she disappears in a fit of silent laughter. Chloe crouches beside her, Janey’s clothes still warm in her arms, more like skin than cloth. Their hair is seriously wet, swinging in coils.

‘Aak! People coming!’ Janey hauls on the trailing sleeve and starts dressing. As she stands up, a big patch of bark-chip and dirt falls from her hip and Chloe can see she’s scraped herself; blood is trickling.

‘Ow,’ Chloe says, and puts her hand on it for a second. It’s gritty, and the flesh underneath is cold and wet and roughened.

‘Yeah, I whacked myself—landing.’ Janey hauls her underpants and leggings on, and Chloe runs back and fetches a dropped boot, hunts down a sock, while Janey sits on the end of the slide, groaning with laughter.

Chloe helps her limp to the shopping centre; in the rain it looks like a long row of lit-up ships moored to the edges of the street. Both girls have bad giggles, and are staggering like drunks. Chloe pants out, ‘I’ve just one question for you, Janey. Why? I mean, does something take hold of you? Tell you?’

‘Not exactly. Not like … God, or anything. Just suddenly, there’s only one course of action. Only one way to go, and that’s forward.’ She spears the air with her grimy hand.
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Where there was once a whole other planet, with its cycles and seasons, its oceans and continents, societies and species and fascinations, with its magnetic field—Janey’s orbit and Chloe’s pulling each other out of whack (or into it)—there is now only deep space. The other stars and planets are pinprick distant, quite out of reach, mere decorations, festoons, on a fabric of darkness.
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Chloe has beautiful hands. She has beautiful everything—it’s a bit embarrassing, so she compensates by not being too wonderful at anything and by being squirmingly self-conscious. ‘Hiding her light under a bushel,’ her mother says, and Dane laughs. ‘Yes, so far under the bushel you can’t even tell the bushel’s there, let alone the light.’ She prefers to sit and watch Janey’s fingers magic some Janey-thing out of torn paper or rag, or razor blades, or sisal and scrubbed dried bones. She isn’t inspired, herself, to stack tiles into cairns or weave leaves, but when Janey does it it’s worth watching, her unconscious fingers, her silent concentration punctuated with jokes, the moment of completion when Janey takes her hands away and checks with her eyes that the object she imagined is achieved.

Among the rags and bones is always a small space or two for something to be set, something tiny and well-made that gives off intensity: a doll’s hand painted silver; a tiny sugar bear with a smudged eye; a fresh kumquat made sacred by the insertion of cloves and pearl-headed pins.

If she’s at Chloe’s, Janey will cap the glue, sweep up the rubbish with her hands and stow it in the bin and be three steps ahead of Chloe (‘—and then we can buy a bag of liquorice at Darrell Lea’s and walk through Hyde Park, hey? Cole?’) while Chloe’s still staring at some minuscule woven hinge or catch and wondering How did she do that? Even having watched, Chloe can hardly believe that human adult fingers made them.

For a votive disc Janey starts with a fifty-cent coin or a larger cardboard cutout, and a long strip of paper made from a lined white pad. She writes on the paper, sometimes with her own scrawl in a black needle-tipped pen, sometimes gluing on strips of newspaper type or words photocopied from books. She covers the words with stretches, strips and dashes of colour, mostly rough red crayon or flecks of gold or silver. Then she winds the paper around the coin or cutout until it’s covered, its corners blurred with layers. Then she varnishes and varnishes until it has an aged, yellow look, sometimes sanding it back for a smooth finish, sometimes leaving it a bit rough, stopping now and then to blow the disc clear of dust.

She makes dozens of discs, some pierced for hanging from ears or belts or around necks on leather thongs, some displayed in purpose-built boxes, sometimes labelled with titles or dates. She gives the discs as gifts, writing their words out again in the card that goes with them, words chosen in Janey’s weird elliptical way, seeming to have nothing and everything to do with the occasion. She wears a disc herself, or has one in her pocket, almost all the time. When Isaac mentions that Jewish people sometimes carry tiny scrolls of scripture in boxes on their foreheads she makes herself a triple head-disc of three poems she likes, and straps it on with black leather; it makes her look warlike and foreign, but when she shows Chloe the three poems, Chloe can sort of see the point of it, having those words so close to the brain, ‘It’s like one of those medicine patches,’ she suggests, ‘or the nicotine patches. It seeps into your body in a continual measured dose.’

‘Yeah.’ Janey adjusts the discs like safety goggles on her forehead. ‘Yeah, you’re right.’

Such things arrive in Janey’s hands like a gift. Chloe understands now what having a ‘gift for’ something means—not just the ideas that attack Janey in a constant stream, but a kind of physical knowledge that allows you to bring the ideas out of the materials like a bust out of a block of stone.

It seems to Chloe she has no gifts except her looks, which can only be carted around like a placard, and will spoil. But by watching Janey she might pick something up, some key, some discarded bit of talent like a scrap of wool or a dropped sequin, some clue that she can seize on, to find a way forward for herself.
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When Chloe finally leaves her room, the rest of the house, its sameness, its difference, hurt. She chooses a time when no one else is in, but then the house’s stillness is an offence, and the murmurous city outside a worse one. She sits racked on the edge of the couch coming to terms with the front window, how the bars cut the clouds into rectangles, how ivy is beginning to invade the light.

She goes into the kitchen. That’s why she came downstairs, because she was hungry. She stands at the door. On the calendar, ‘Dane—dental appt’ is written in for Saturday morning. Beyond the white bench-tops the table leads away down the bright room, its chairs placed neatly along each side.

She once overheard Isaac and Nick talking about chairs, about how a chair more than any other piece of furniture suggested an adult human body, drew attention to that body’s absence. For Chloe, every item here refers to absences: the kitchen knife handles imply hands, right down to the finger ridges; the bare benches suggest preparation, ghostly Nicks buttering toast, ghostly Dads chopping salad ingredients; the spokes of the dishwasher imply stacked glasses and plates, meal after meal of them. If you followed the implications far enough, the whole family and all its friends and all its lives would unfold out of them, without any person actually being here, speaking, doing anything.

Isaac’s photo-cards are still pinned to the noticeboard. Chloe leans towards one experimentally. Isaac shows off the artificial landform with a showman-like sweep of the arm, as if he were personally responsible for it; his long clown-face beams. It’s bearable.

Chloe creeps to the fridge and opens it. Outlandish things sit on all the shelves: egg cartons like ported spaceships, a silver box of cream cheese (why silver, for cheese?), a row of magic pots in the door-rack—mustards, capers, pesto sauce, Tabasco. Trapped flavours—none of it makes sense.

She’s eating only enough to keep actual pain at bay these days, and still her bony body feels heavy, and hard to move around. In the end she closes the door and takes an apple from the bowl. She can’t quite come at eating it straight; she fetches a knife and a board and cuts it into quarters, cores and peels it.

When she’s eaten it she feels very full, and exhausted. She goes upstairs to her room, to its sick-room fustiness, its banked-up warmth, its darkened window. She lies down and lets sleep claim her again.
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She asks Dane, ‘Is it child sexual abuse if the child doesn’t really mind the sex?’ They are shelling peas—the pods crack, the peas zip out and patter into the colander. Crack, zip, patter. Crack, zip, patter.

He says yes, straight away, then gives her one of those looks that says, Confess all, now.

‘Not me,’ she says, ‘but someone my age.’

‘You can only mean one person.’ He gives a big sigh and goes back to shelling. After a pause he says squeamishly, ‘Is it someone who’s … got something over her? Like, a teacher taking advantage of her?’

‘It’s her father, and Nathan—but he’s under age too, so I guess that doesn’t count,’ Chloe says flatly.

‘Holy Manoly, Clo!’ He stares at her, a pea-pod in his hand.

‘I know.’

‘Do you know? For sure?’

‘Well, she’s told me. I haven’t actually gone round and got a—a statutory declaration from them! But they started making it really, you know, obvious that they wanted … I mean, not just leaving those centrefolds lying around, and perving on her in the shower and hinting … ’ God, that stuff gives me the heebs, Janey said.

‘Jesus.’ Dane cracks the pod and rolls a pea between his forefinger and thumb. ‘How does she feel about it?’

‘Anyway, she says if she meets them halfway sometimes, they might not hassle her so badly the rest of the time. She might get a say in things.’

‘How does she figure that? How can she possibly think—’ He goes back very efficiently to the peas, then breaks out, ‘I mean, her father’s old enough to know what he’s— Oh Christ, it doesn’t bear thinking about.’ He shakes his head and goes on shelling. ‘Then again, Janey’s a funny girl. She’s got a pretty good imagination. This might be something she’s dreamed up to—I don’t know—to make her life seem more dramatic or something, not what’s actually happened, hey?’

‘It could be,’ Chloe says. But she can tell the difference between Janey ‘dreaming something up’ and confiding that she’s actually done it. Thinking of Janey relating the details, Chloe feels the hairs rising on the back of her neck. Janey’s done it. It wasn’t so bad, Janey said, staring doubtfully into her memory.

But because Dane, seems upset about the whole thing (well, Chloe is, too, or she wouldn’t have brought it up), and so relieved to think it’s just one of Janey’s stories, Chloe goes along with him. She even feels a little bit of misplaced relief herself—before wondering why she should, before realising how upset she must have been, and that she isn’t as cool as she thought. She falls silent, in the uncomfortable knowledge that her silence protects Dane and herself protects not Janey, but Nathan and Janey’s father. She doesn’t ask, as she intended, whether there is someone official she ought to inform, if anything should go wrong.

But, Janey’s confident nothing will go wrong. She seems to think she’s solved all her problems by making this happen on her own terms. How can Chloe tell whether she has or not? She doesn’t have the right, she feels, to do more than stand to one side, her knees wobbling with indecision, her face scrunched up with doubt. She can’t see how it can be good, in any way—nothing involving that jerk of a brother of Janey’s, that father whose eyes never look straight at you, can be okay. While Janey goes blithely on, Chloe follows a step behind, laden with foreboding. That seems to be their way.
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‘I went around and had a talk with Janey’s mum today,’ says Joy.

‘She talked?’ Chloe nearly chokes on her coffee. She puts the mug down on the dining table.

‘Hmm. I asked her about a funeral. She said they’re not having one. I think it’s because they don’t know how to organise one, what you do.’

‘They don’t want to spend the money,’ suggests Chloe. ‘They don’t think she’s worth the bother.’

‘Well, they may not have the money. And I don’t think they are in any way religious. Anyway, they went up to Teak & Son, who did what they call a—a “burn and scatter”.’ Joy touches her forehead. ‘She kept saying this—“burn and scatter”—like some kind of spell …’

‘What do you mean, did?’ Chloe feels a hardening inside her chest. ‘What do you mean?’

Joy comes from the kitchen and sits opposite, confronting Chloe’s filling eyes with her clear ones. ‘I mean, they’ve cremated her, and scattered her ashes. They have a place for it, Mrs Knott says, a garden, for if you don’t want an actual plot, or a chamber in the wall.’

‘Did they go? Why didn’t they tell us? I should’ve gone! What do they—?’

‘Nobody went.’

‘Oh God!’ Chloe puts her head down on the table. ‘That’s so awful! I hate them! I hate those useless, vicious—rapist, bloody—I mean, what kind of a family—!’ She sits up and digs in a pocket for a tissue. ‘Not even a plaque somewhere?’ Joy shakes her head. Chloe breathes, ‘God, that sucks so badly. We should have a big, public funeral, TV cameras, flowers, you know? An—an oration.’ She stares through the kitchen wall, trying to hear the oration, seeing the right kind of upright, white-frocked reverend person mouthing, and Janey in the casket bleached by the white satin, the lace pillow, her scalp and belly stitched up neatly after the autopsy, her eyelids closed. ‘It’s like she never was. They should be ashamed.’

‘Well, maybe they are. I couldn’t tell—the men kind of melted into the shadows, you know the way they do,’ says Joy. ‘And Mrs Knott was just … blank. Well, she didn’t know what to do with Janey when she was alive, so why should she be any clearer on it now?’

Chloe picks up her coffee with shaking hands, the damp tissues in a ball on the table. Behind Joy the garden is spiky with spring bulbs, battalions of long green blades forcing up through the lawn.

‘I don’t know,’ says Joy, her eyes on Chloe unseeing. ‘Such sad, botched people. I don’t know.’
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Janey, bored, flings back her hair. ‘Like, when is something going to happen?’

Chloe has been steadily working through their Year 11 homework. ‘I wouldn’t mind a bit less happening, actually.’

Janey goes on as if she hasn’t spoken. ‘Like, when are we going to get our big break?’

‘What, it’s guaranteed we’re going to get one?’ Finally Chloe looks up.

‘Course it is. People of our talent and looks—my talent, your looks,’ she adds with a wicked glance at Chloe.

‘Well, thanks. That’s why it’s our big break, right? Together we make up one gifted, gorgeous person.’
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Chloe knows the courts, the ‘justice system’, will never come up with the kind of justice she wants. They won’t go back and undo the crime. She doesn’t even want them to bother. What they should do is come to her and say, Tell us the truth about her. What was she like? What have we lost here?’ We’ being—Chloe doesn’t know—the community, the nation, the species, the world? How can we best commemorate her? She wants them to at least ask, to offer a school, an art gallery, a research centre to be named after Janey, even a park, even a monument in a park, even a little plaque somewhere.

Instead, the police call. They’ve ‘apprehended five juveniles’—four ‘males’ and one ‘female’. The youngest ‘male’ is the weakest, and he’s dobbed the others in, and there’s a kind of shopping list of charges that have been laid. In three weeks’ time there will be a preliminary hearing.

It’s bewildering, all this activity of people who never knew Janey. They appear to be meddling with thick, clumsy fingers, with big, blunt tools, in an area of Chloe’s life where the slightest touch makes everything teeter and crumble. They appear to have no idea what they are dealing with. Even Joy, explaining the system to Nick, seems to be one of them, in league with these file-shufflers and warders, satisfied to leave the matter in their hands.

Whereas Chloe knows that the only justice would be in howling revenge, in herself riding down the juveniles and laying about her with a great, gleaming battle-axe. As long as those rat-kids are protected from the force of her fury, the right price hasn’t been exacted. It seems to be no progress at all to swap old-fashioned retribution for this cool, rational apprehension, detention, laying of charges. It just strips Chloe of basic rights, takes from her hands the only power she wants to wield, the power to make good the damage, the power to do.
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On the beach at Terrigal, all Chloe’s family are doing their own thing—-Joy and Dane slobbing on towels with newspapers, Nick and Pete bodysurfing, Chloe resting after a surf. Janey is down on the damper, harder sand, drawing a long, wobbly line with a stick. Chloe can almost see thoughts falling away from Janey, her self disappearing down the stick into the line. She watches for as long as she can hold herself back, then gets up to go and have a snoop.

‘There, who’s that?’ Janey says, and sniffs at the profile on the sand.

‘Pete.’

‘It’s in his eyes, isn’t it? You’ve all got this chin and nose, but he’s got those little worried eyes, bless him.’

She starts drawing again. ‘So who’d this be? I won’t do the hair and make it too easy for you.’

‘Nick. It’s the eyebrows.’

‘Like swallows’ wings,’ Janey sings lightly. She really is a bit stuck on Nick, Chloe thinks. Or does she just pretend to be, for her own amusement? ‘Yours are the same, but lighter, so they’re not so noticeable. Here’s you.’

The line is thick and bobbled with sand, but the profile is still hers—she remembers it from the cornrow days. ‘You see?’ says Janey. ‘You’ve got Dane’s eyes and then your mum’s nose and chin like the others. Now Dane’s nose … see? Got that curve to it, like a real handle.’

‘You remember that guy at the Show, who cuts people’s silhouettes out of paper?’ She is trying to distract herself from the eerie feeling Janey’s drawing gives her.

‘Yeah, I could make a fortune,’ says Janey, drawing on. ‘Here, whose bloody … mountain range is this?’

‘Isaac. Even without the glasses. Put the glasses on; he looks naked without them.’

‘He is. Have you noticed? It’s like that story where the guy says, “Put your glasses back on; I don’t want anyone else to see how beautiful you are.” Doe eyes. Yum.’

‘Yeah? I haven’t seen …’ Chloe frowns, trying to remember. She thinks there might be something wrong with her—if she doesn’t notice half of what Janey notices, does that make her half-witted?

‘Because you don’t look. Because you don’t want to see, don’t want to find anyone attractive, after the beauteous Theo. Gaak. Here’s your mum.’

‘Gee, you must spend a lot of time looking at us. I never would have spotted that, about us all having Mum’s nose and chin, but it is, isn’t it? Exactly the same.’

‘You don’t have to notice—you’re one of you. You can take it all for granted.’

‘You’re one of us too, except in name.’ Chloe puts an arm around her. Janey is warm underneath an outer, sea-cold layer.

‘Except in name and something else, I don’t know, that’ll never cross over. Not something I mind, just …’

‘Draw you.’

‘Oh, I can’t.’ She starts a caricature of herself, with goggling eyes and hair in electrocuted spikes.

‘Oh, you.’ Chloe bumps her with a hip and Janey staggers, laughing, into the foaming shallows.

‘I can’t. I don’t spend time staring at myself, like some people.’

Chloe tosses her hair in a ‘vain’ way and wades into the water, sarong and wraparound blouse and all, trying to look like a supermodel, or a sea goddess, maybe. Janey follows, climbing through the waves like a drowning crow, her wet, dark clothes dragging, her purple shirt clinging to the swimsuit lines and nipples, her hair blowing stiff out the side of her head.
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It’s a week since it happened. This seems a short time to sift through inner-city crowds and narrow the possibilities down to just five people. Then again, that night—it’s a lifetime ago, a world away, a quite different world, almost a fantasy world, a Narnia that Chloe can never get back to. Even when she’s plotted all the possible ways around it, the thing ends up done, the killing. It sits in history like a rock in a stream, and the water won’t flow backwards and dislodge it.
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Chloe passes Nick’s room, glancing in. Isaac has just arrived and is in there shaking his coat off. He’s had a haircut, a close one, the hair hardly more than a shadow on his scalp. There’s no disguising how the bones of his head fit together.

Nick has just swivelled around from the computer but the two of them haven’t spoken yet. Both glance out at Chloe, guarded.

She’s lost for the right greeting. You’ve done a Janey, she almost says of the haircut.

She passes on without saying anything, hears the silence in the room behind her—are they making some face at each other? It was just a bit unexpected, that’s all, seeing him for the first time since the night—and all composed again, and with the hair. It’s something that will take a while to go away from between them.
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‘Don’t ask,’ says Janey quickly. They’re on the train into town, and she looks out at the sunlit terrace roofs rushing past.

‘Why, what’s—?’

‘You don’t wanna know, let me tell you.’

She gives Chloe a look, but Chloe won’t be shielded like this. ‘So Nathan—’

‘Nathan isn’t the problem. I’m bigger than Nathan. It’s Dad who’s built like a … like a …’ Janey jerks her head back dismissively and turns back to the scenery. The Newtown tunnel momentarily swallows them.

‘Are we talking about what I think we’re talking about?’ says Chloe, with an awkward laugh.

‘I don’t know. Are we?’ Janey flashes her eyebrows coldly.

Chloe realises she is hugging herself, pressing her fingers to her lips, then to her forehead, as her mother does when she’s worried and thinking hard. The doors hiss open at Newtown station; people stump in; the seats wheeze. Finally she says fearfully, ‘Does he hurt you?’ The question hangs there, soft, foolish. Of course he—

‘Not if I do what I’m told.’ The flicker of expression in Janey’s eyes is instantly shuttered over.

‘How often does he—does it happen?’

Janey looks at her. Chloe feels the force, as if Janey’s spread hand covered her face, pushing her away. She has never felt so useless, so frivolous, so out of her depth. The very most she can do is not take offence.

She sits back and makes herself stare at the back of someone’s head, as the train picks up speed gliding out of the station.

[image: image]

She dreams a visit to the morgue. She’s amazed they can work in this dim bluish light, the sort of light she imagines is inside the fridge when the door’s shut. The morgue attendants have something like a computerised meat-slicer, like the ones used in delis to cut ham whisper-thin. They have already done most of Janey’s head. Chloe recognises the chin. The dreadlocks lie all about.

The attendant pulls back the slicer. A slice of head lies on her gloved hand like a very fine, very intricate doily. ‘You see, we’ve got the cortex at the back here.’ She indicates a focal point of tightly packed, glowing threads.

‘She’s so unusual,’ the other attendant breathes.

Janey is wearing the clothes she used to wear to school—jeans and a windcheater. Chloe has time to wonder whether the clothing will snag on the slicer, before she wakes.
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Chloe is amazed and horrified at how life goes on, and how everyone seems to think that this going-on is a good thing. Each day moves past like one pulse among many, too strong to be paused or disrupted, the flow of lives too insistent to stop or turn aside. It’s an outrage, that Janey has ceased and they’re all dragged on headlong, claimed by the future, that Janey’s future has given up on her like some feeble teacher sending her to the principal’s office, who simply can’t cope with her, or won’t. It’s an outrage that Janey’s dying hasn’t brought the whole thing to a halt as it has brought Chloe, frozen in realisation, as death and loss become real, exploding from the poems and pop songs in which she thought they belonged. The days—grey, ordinary, lifeless days—continue to chug past, accumulating between Chloe and Janey, forcing them farther and farther apart.

‘Give yourself time,’ people assure her, as if it’s something she must want to hear. ‘It does heal you.’ Inside, Chloe scoffs. Time’s the great enemy—can’t they see? Time bulldozes a whole heap of other material in on top of your wounds; eventually she might feel healed because, wow, she hasn’t thought of Janey for whole hours (maybe this will stretch out into days, months, years—no, impossible! But then, anything’s possible now, isn’t it?); because she’ll have lived so much life without Janey, there’ll be the illusion that she’s whole again. But she never will be; there will always be this Janey-shaped piece out of her, however small it shrinks.

She still tortures herself with other ways Janey’s life might have gone. If she’d been a proper friend and used her head, instead of just accepting-Janey-because-she-was-Janey, things would have turned out differently. Janey would still be here, and Chloe not even dreaming of writing letters to Eddie, of presuming to. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry’—she could cover pages with those words. Dane used to be punished at school by being made to write a hundred times ‘I will not [whatever he’d done]’. But that always implied there’d be another chance some time, another go at the same choice. With Janey there’s no chance to fix anything, to make anything over. There are no more options, no more forks in the road to stand at, dithering. That was it; it’s all done.

Oh Janey! To belong in the past! Janey to belong in the past! When she still moves, fierce and clumsy, across the inside of Chloe’s eyelids, when Chloe still actually hears her voice in the day-to-day, for full seconds believes her to be in the next room, or just down in the kitchen chatting with Joy—or making her way here frowsty and cross through the spring morning, her platform shoes crushing the callistemon fluff, her mouth ready to burst forth with some greeting she’s dreamed up. Janey refuses, as yet, to belong in the past. But time will fix all that, consign those memories to their cells, deeper, more secure cells, from which they won’t keep popping out to confuse or dismay Chloe. When they’re all safely away, locked into receding time, Janey will be truly dead and gone; Chloe vows this will never happen, even as she knows it must.
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Janey comes to meet Chloe after school the first day of Year 12. Chloe comes to the fence and swings her legs over; Janey stands on the path as if the fence might zap her, or the school grass brush her with poison.

They don’t speak until they’re well away.

‘Actually, I think it’s going to be a bit different this year,’ Chloe says.

‘Well, yeah.’

‘No, I mean, it’s so quiet. No gangs—or maybe they just haven’t been set up yet. But Gemma Donato talked to me, like a human being. Everyone’s different—getting serious.’

‘Weeded out the bad influences,’ says Janey.

‘That’s right.’ Chloe slips an arm around Janey’s waist and catches a whiff of Janey’s fear-sweat smell.

Janey looks rueful, rubs her nose. ‘You reckon I did the right thing?’

‘For sure. What did you do today?’

Janey shrugs. ‘Wandered ‘round. Nothing much. Got depressed.’ They laugh. ‘It’s a pity you can’t be a loser too.’

Chloe bumps her off-balance. ‘You’ll find something.’

Janey looks up, searching the horizon, a frown twitching between her eyebrows. ‘Yeah. I’ll have to, won’t I?’ she says, and sighs deeply.

[image: image]

She sets up something of a studio in her room, with a sheet of grey marbled paper and some lights of Nick’s. She brings things here, photographs them, returns them to their places, their owners, their libraries. She keeps meticulous records of when Janey made this piece, or read this book, or why these earrings are special (because Janey made them herself for her fifteenth birthday), or this quarter of a bottle of apricot kernel oil (because Chloe used it for foot and baby massages when Janey was pregnant), these pages (because Janey read aloud from them when Chloe lay here—in this bed—with the flu, three winters ago).

Not everything has to be photographed. Little things Janey made or owned can be boxed in cotton wool, numbered, catalogued, stored. But there are other things, paintings, costumes, mobiles, that resist being put away. Chloe has these things around her; they have gravitated to her from Janey’s room, or her parents and brothers and friends have brought them.

‘She gave me this when Gus died, you remember?’ says Carl, bringing a gold box scattered with Christmas-paper angels.

‘Oh, not the hat! Oh God, I don’t think I can take it!’ Chloe is on the verge of handing the box back.

‘Don’t look at it now. It does work, though, a little way down the track.’

‘It was terrible, I remember. Everyone laughing and crying at the same time.’ Chloe is blinking tears.

‘I know. But wasn’t it exactly right, her timing? Just when we were getting all solemn and restrained and black, she had this thing ready, which hit just the right note, it was so Gus, it was so much what we wanted for him.’

Chloe nods, and falls into a sob. ‘What am I going to do? There won’t ever be another one of her.’

‘There won’t, my lovely girl.’ She leans against him feeling far from lovely—ugly, grief-distorted, graceless. One of Carl’s tears falls on her cheek. She looks up at him. ‘How did you get through this?’ she says, reaching for the tissues.

‘I didn’t. You don’t. I’m not through. Probably won’t ever be. It’s just a very—’ he laughs softly, ‘—a very dark, plain area of the tapestry. Without it the rest of the pattern wouldn’t be quite so bright.’

When Carl has left, Chloe opens the hatbox. Inside is a decrepit old top hat. Janey has fixed a narrow ramp to it, curving right around it from brim to crown, and glued on a piece of aged-looking paper, on which she has carefully inked the words ‘Je Monte’ in curly, old-fashioned writing. Chloe remembers her saying ‘Djer montay,’ reading the words Joy wrote down for her.

Chloe turns the little handle under the brim, and the pipe-cleaner figure in its silver-wire wheelchair, its face a cutout photograph of Gus, rolls smilingly, smoothly up the ramp to the heaven on the crown. There, a little golden harp, some golden cardboard wings, a halo on a wire halo-stand and four golden books—The Cat in History, The Wonder Book of Pasta, Poussin and How to Fix Your Mini Cooper—nestle in a cottonwool cloud, awaiting him.

Little snorts of laughter and crying escape Chloe as each object sets off sprays of memories, in particular of The Last Picnic, and Gus being wheeled along the paths in the Botanic Gardens, the wheelchair winking in the sunlight, burning little holes in Chloe’s vision, and Gus shrunk to almost nothing, his smile ghastly and luminous at the same time, his eyes enormous.

‘What’s he staring at?’ Janey had muttered to Chloe. ‘What can he see?’

‘Don’t,’ Chloe had said. ‘Here. Have some more cake and don’t say anything.’
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She falls in love with Theo as much for his novel as for anything else. The paraphernalia of it attracts her—the reference books, the piles of notes, the set-aside times. That he has set himself such a task impresses her. She wants to know all about it, she wants to help if she can. She wants to inspire him.

And for a while she does. At the beginning she can’t do anything wrong; he approves of everything about her. ‘I think that’s very kind,’ he says when she explains about going out with Janey, as her guard dog. ‘There aren’t many people who’d do that for their friend.’

And Chloe thinks, Well, those are nice words in my ears, but a bit beside the point. It feels false, if pleasant, to take some credit, to seem saintly and generous, as if Janey has pleaded pathetically, and she has consented. When in fact it isn’t something she thinks about any more than a magnet things about snapping onto the fridge—it’s not a matter of discussion or agreement that keeps them together, but an unquestioning force.
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People come to dinner, Isaac and a couple from Joy’s work whom Chloe has met before but doesn’t know well. It’s kind of a test run, Chloe feels, a half-throttle occasion to ease them back into proper socialising.

She can’t eat much or say much. The whole thing seems too much of a betrayal of Janey, too much a pretence of normality. Between courses she excuses herself and goes into the lounge room, sits on the arm of the couch and flicks listlessly through the TV channels. She goes upstairs for want of something better to do, lies on her bed until she thinks she might be missed.

When she comes down again, slowly because the dining room is full of laughter now and she doesn’t want to spoil things for them, to cast a pall over them again, Isaac is seated on the couch, studying CD sleeve notes.

‘So they’ve found who did it, they reckon,’ Chloe says bluntly, pausing at the end of the couch. She has to say something about it, acknowledge that they were in this together, clear the way for normality to flow back in between them.

He slides the booklet into the plastic case. ‘Your dad said. A whole gang of them.’

Chloe nods. The abbreviated version of the evening flashes through her mind—a pitiless blackness and spilled cubelets of glass.

‘It would take a gang, to knock down Janey.’ His is not a dutiful remark, as was hers. He looks up, and it’s as if Janey, her white feet and head at either end of Isaac’s coat, lies there in the air between them. Beyond her, Isaac is smiling—a curious thing, a new thing, that kind of smile, on Isaac’s face. Chloe feels childish, incompetent to deal with the twin twists of death and life in the air. She is shamed almost to tears. Yes, but what do we do now? is the bewildered thought that forms in her head.
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Pete comes with her to buy milk. Neither of them speaks, either on the way there or coming back, but Chloe’s glad of him, another pair of eyes besides her own, another set of thoughts—and to be half of a pair instead of a lone figure walking the streets at dusk.
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Janey’s mum is in the kitchen making tea, and she looks up at Janey as if Janey’s a complete, and very unwelcome, stranger. Janey once told Chloe that her mother reminded her of an unborn piglet that had been preserved in a jar, and really, she was right—that kind of aimless, vulnerable floating, and the little pink eyes with the pale lashes. She gives Chloe the shivers, and she gives her the same look as she gives Janey, and doesn’t speak to either of them. She doesn’t offer them any of the food she’s cooking, either—she cooks for herself and the men. ‘They stopped feeding me when I started going out in the evenings,’ Janey maintains. ‘Reckoned I was getting too fat. Actually, I think they got embarrassed when I started bringing my breasts to the table—I mean, covered up and everything, but, you know, there.’

Chloe is aware of Nathan being in his bedroom. She can sense Janey’s dad, too, somewhere out the back. Her role is simply to keep them there, at bay, while Janey grabs some clothes to change into at Chloe’s place.

This house has got worse since she was here last, months ago; the thick air seems too silent, and predatory. And was it always this dark? She feels as if she’s ventured into the territory of another species, almost, the atmosphere is so different from that of her own home.
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Chloe dreams leaving the crematorium after a ceremony. They hand her the urn of ashes, and she carries them to the car. Sitting between Pete and Nick she checks under the lid, a little pottery lid with a knob, like a sugar bowl. ‘Oh, look, she’s not ashes at all!’ She shows Pete and Nick the little foetus curled up in the jar, suspended in some kind of clear jelly. ‘Oh, cool!’ says Pete, and they all feel more cheerful. It seems they only have to find the right laboratory, the right host womb, and Janey can be grown back again. Chloe replaces the lid and cradles the urn happily. The taxi glides through sunlit suburbs she doesn’t recognise.
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Theo relieves her of her virginity almost too gently. Afterwards Chloe lies beside him as he sleeps, wondering why this thing is made out to be so momentous, this peculiar form of intimacy. It seems about as intimate as watching someone use the toilet, about as pleasurable as someone sticking a wet finger in your ear.

It’s not that Chloe doesn’t get sexual feelings; they just seem to be sited differently from the sensations of this kind of sex, farther forward, and more on the outside. Maybe with practice the two experiences join up; maybe it can be as fabulous as Janey describes it. There must be more to it than Chloe’s just had.

She looks at Theo’s fine Jesus-face on the other pillow. She doesn’t regret that it was with him, but she had just thought there would be more to it, the sex. This was so quick, and … strange, and … and now he’s just asleep …

When she tells Janey the news, Janey wants to know everything. Gradually, reluctantly, Chloe tells her, wondering how she’ll ever face Theo again.

‘He sounds hopeless!’ cries Janey. ‘He sounds soggy, and boring—’

‘He was very affectionate, and very careful not to hurt me,’ asserts Chloe.

‘Careful not to excite you, by the sound of things. And so serious, like, “This is my great gift to you.” Like you couldn’t get better from any passing brickie’s labourer.’

‘Please,’ says Chloe, offended. ‘I’m sure it’ll get better.’

‘Maybe. Maybe you’ll both loosen up a bit.’ She looks shrewdly at Chloe, then laughs. ‘I just think you deserve a good time, that’s all.’

‘Well, it wasn’t a bad time, and I’m grateful for that—’

‘Grateful?’ Janey squeaks.

‘Well, I’m glad he didn’t want to do anything weird, you know, like spank me or anything.’

‘Sounds like he could do with a pretty good spanking himself,’ mutters Janey.

Chloe waves the conversation away.
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She feels like a blight on everyone’s lives, as if she’s just a cipher for her dead friend, as if she’s death itself, out walking by day but returning, always returning at night to fill up the house with the black stuff of her dreams and grievings. She carries some infection; the family’s faces change when she enters, from whatever expression to something bland, watchful, analytical—they don’t so much greet her as read her, registering her state, so that they can react or be tactful as she might require. She hates that, hates it and needs it.

She feels unable to clear the clouds from her head, unable to see with her own eyes, unable to think without another set of thoughts, mourning thoughts, echoing, moaning away beneath, reverberating unpleasantly.
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Theo is stuck on the Russians. His novel is the Russian novel, writ Australian. He pushes aside her English texts (‘Trendy Yanks’; ‘Who gave you this crud?’; ‘Why are you wasting your time on these?’) and leaves Tolstoy on ‘her’ bedside table until she caves in and reads some of it before making the excuse that she hasn’t the time, not this year. He reads aloud to her in the scented bath; he drenches her in close-packed text; he discourses and she sits in his falling-down garden trying to keep her attention from drifting away, smiling as he lays these gifts in her lap. She has never been stuck on anything; his passion intrigues her, rather than the works that spark it. He buys her Russian poetry as a concession to her youth and reluctance to commit herself to the novels. She finds a few poems that she actually quite likes, but strangely never finds the right moment to tell him, to read them to him.

‘You never come round and see me at Theo’s,’ she remarks to Janey.

‘I know.’ Janey looks up from a drawing. ‘Sorry. I can’t. You go all different … and he acts like a jerk.’

‘I go all different?’

‘Yeah. You just turn into this … love object,’ she says, with such distaste that Chloe laughs.

‘I do not!’

‘You do. You hardly open your gob. The pair of you keep looking all over—it’s like duelling eye-beams.’ She jabs the air with her index fingers. ‘Everyone gets embarrassed. And then I yabber on to fill the spaces and Theo just looks at me, like, “When are you going to leave?” It sucks.’

Chloe’s helpless with laughter and surprise and the effort of not weeping at the truth of it. Janey looks up and grins. ‘So I’ll just wait ’til you get over it. Like, for ever. Chloe four Theo four eva,’ she adds in a dimwitted voice, writing it on the air.

Chloe dives on her and knocks her to the bed with a hand across her mouth.

‘’s true!’ Janey cries, struggling. ‘Love, love, love—’

‘Just shut up, you horrible person.’

When they’ve stopped laughing and righted themselves, Janey says, ‘But it’s okay. I mean, you’ve never liked any of my boys, have you?’

‘That’s true. And they all do the same thing, start prodding at us—you and me.’

‘They’re just jealous,’ says Janey, hugging Chloe with arms and legs. Chloe laughs with relief at being hugged without the expectation that sex will follow. ‘And I would be, too,’ says Janey. ‘Deep down I’d know I wasn’t any competition for me!’
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Chloe thinks of getting a chest specially crafted. If she were the woodcrafting type herself, she’d make it. But asking someone else to means stepping across a line between proper commemoration and sentimentality. Making it herself would be genuine; commissioning it, even from her father, would be false. How does she know this? When did that line get drawn?

Instead she empties out the ‘window-seat’—a wooden chest with a padded top to sit on, under her bedroom window—and begins to store things in there. Janey’s things won’t be tidy; the costumes won’t flatten, the sketchbooks are coming apart and bursting with things glued in and left loose between the pages. Chloe’s record hardly takes up any room—boxes of slides, envelopes of prints and negatives, folders of notes and memories; everything she contributes is contained, closed, sealed, and can be stacked neatly.
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It’s only when Chloe is sitting down to write it all to Eddie that she realises how strange Janey’s life can sound, what weird things she and her family have taken for granted about her, which in anyone else they would find repellent. She’s often tempted to explain and justify Janey’s actions, to make excuses, for Janey and for herself. The easiest thing would be to leave things out, to write only about the good times, to make Janey out as just a high-spirited, fun girl. Or to stop altogether, to abandon the job of pinning her to paper, to wait until Eddie comes asking and just answer him off the top of her head, give him the soft-edged, time-worn version of Janey’s life.

But she can’t do that. By then, she knows, certain essential knowledge will have dissolved out of her memory. While it’s still there, while she can still feel the feelings of the things remembered, she should tell him as much as she can about the girl he came from. She has no choice in the end but to be dedicated about this—bold-like-Janey, not timid-like-Chloe—and put it all down.
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‘Are you actually, officially, moving in with Theo?’ says Joy one afternoon as Chloe’s about to leave with another backsack of clothes. ‘Or are you just kind of doing it behind your own back, bit by bit?’

‘What do you mean?’ Chloe realises with a start that she’s doing the latter. Joy’s perceptiveness annoys her. ‘What, you want me to marry him, do you? Make some kind of public pronouncement?’

‘God, no. I’m just curious about where you are. At what point, I mean, with him. Of involvement. If you are planning a life together,’ she finishes, smiling at her own pomposity. ‘And if you are shifting yourself, to let you know that it’s always revocable—like, I’m not going to immediately make over your room into a sewing-room or anything’

‘Oh. Good. I wasn’t worried you would, actually.’ I hadn’t thought that far, actually. I hadn’t thought you had any part in this, in fact. She feels silly, caught out, childish, when she’d felt so sophisticated, spending nights at Theo’s, dropping in at home for books, clothes, bits and pieces, ringing home, ringing Theo, ringing Janey all the time to let them all know where she was, where she was heading next.

Her mother sits at the far end of the dining table, framed in the rainy windows like some science-fiction queen in council. ‘Well, men may come and men may go—’

‘Oh Mum, this isn’t the seventies,’ snaps Chloe.

Joy gives a single nod of assent. ‘But there’ll always be your place here, whenever.’

‘Oh Mum.’ Was that a goodbye? Was that a release? Chloe sweeps out before the conversation can continue, while her irritation can still carry her, sophisticated, bereft, away.
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Someone calls her name on the street, a girl she doesn’t recognise—oh, it’s Gemma, from school, who’s had a radical change of image, ratted hair and pierced everything.

‘Chloe, how you going! You look great, as usual.’

The smile aches from disuse on Chloe’s face. ‘I’m okay. What are you doing with yourself these days?’ she adds quickly.

‘Oh, man, life is great! I’m at uni—I swapped from arts/law to just straight arts. I got so bored with, law I couldn’t stand it. I’m doing all these great subjects, like anthropology and politics, I’m really into it. Anthrop is, like, the most fascinating subject. Sophie Shiller’s in my anthrop tute—you wouldn’t believe how that girl has changed. I’m living in this totally mad share house with about fifty zillion people, all insane, all arts students. I’m just having the—best—time. What about you?’

‘Oh, I deferred, you know,’ Chloe says slowly; she feels slightly retarded in contrast to Gemma’s fizzing. ‘I’ve just been—’ A huge sigh catches her throat. ‘Having a year off, just … living, you know?’ She looks down at Gemma’s eager face, thinking she can’t possibly even begin to tell her, in any way that Gemma will want to hear.

‘What, working?’

Chloe shakes her head. ‘On the dole. I was … doing some work for the opera, that’s all, a bit.’

‘Oh yeah, I remember. That’s a cool job, but I guess it doesn’t pay, like, a million bucks. Are you still living with your folks?’ Chloe nods. ‘Yeah, well you would, with groovy folks like yours.’

‘Groovy?’ Chloe gives a startled laugh.

‘Yeah, like not always on your back about something. And what about that wild mate of yours, Jane Knott? How’s she? Do you see her? I mean, it’s funny how you can lose touch when you leave school, but you two were pretty close, weren’t you?’

Chloe smiles weakly at Gemma, tries to remember the question. ‘Yeah, we were, I guess.’

‘Oops, you have a fight, did you?’

‘No, we just, like you say, lost touch …’ It isn’t quite a lie, is it? There are far too many people milling past the shops, far too many vehicles choking the road, choking all the people with their fumes.

‘Right. I bet she’d be doing something fantastic, though, hey? I mean, she was hopeless at school, but she had so much energy, and, gee, isn’t everything different once you get out of that place? Isn’t everything furit Moving out of home, living with your friends, doing all these interesting courses, you know, like, all electives—it’s great! I’m having a ball. You remember Sophie’s friend Sheree? She’s had a baby! And got married to the guy. A baby girl, Madison. Can you believe it?’

Chloe feels old and worn. ‘Yeah. Why not?’

Gemma looks at her. ‘Don’t tell me—you’ve got one too! No?’

‘No, but, you know, these things happen.’

‘I know; that’s why I tell ‘em, if it’s not on, it’s not on!’

Chloe fakes a complicitous laugh, feeling slightly sick. This is so far … so different from … so all wrong …

‘Don’t tell me, you’re unlucky in love,’ says Gemma, sympathy at the ready.

‘No, that’s all right, things are … fine in that area,’ Chloe quotes Janey.

‘Good, good!’

Finally Chloe is zingless enough for Gemma to find an excuse to go away. Watching her bounce away through the people, Chloe feels the way she did the year she and Janey grew tall, suddenly, ahead of all their classmates—oversized, gawky, not knowing what to do with all the new matter that was themselves, and the odd new status that came with it, with having everyone look up to them, just physically.

But then, what does she know? Maybe Gemma was chattering to cover up some terrible thing, some tragedy she was getting over.

Chloe walks to the nearest shop window and stares in sightlessly. Sheree. So Sheree’s had a baby. All she can remember is Sheree narrowing her eyes against her cigarette smoke, somewhere up here in the shops, belligerent in school uniform. Now Sheree has a daughter Madison, and a husband, has made up a family, just like that, out of nothing. Chloe stands wounded among the people, marvelling, horrified at what time can do.
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When Janey tells Chloe, Chloe just says ‘Oh.’ They’re in the back garden at Theo’s place. The summer air is close and still around them like a pressurised chamber.

‘I know,’ says Janey. ‘I guess, you know, statistically. The number I use, ‘I’d have to get a dud some time.’

‘Oh sheesh.’ Chloe really doesn’t know what to say.

‘I know.’ Janey’s knees are together, her hands folded around them like some kind of complicated lock.

‘What would you do if you were?’

Janey’s face blanks out in thought, and she rocks gradually farther back until she’s staring up into the jacaranda. ‘God,’ she says. ‘I don’t— I hadn’t—’ She splutters into a laugh. ‘I mean, it’s ridiculous! Hard to imagine. I couldn’t, you know?’

‘What? Have it, or keep it?’

But Janey shudders away from thinking about it. ‘I don’t know. Yeah. I’ve never—’

‘When will you know?’

‘Two weeks. I’ve got the kit, and it says, the day your period’s due.’

‘Don’t think about it until then, then.’ Theo, washing up in the kitchen, gives Chloe a sweet, inappropriate smile through the window. ‘You never know, you might be lucky.’

Janey nods, brooding. ‘I don’t know, I’ve just got a feeling …’

She holds Chloe’s gaze. Chloe looks back a long moment and then suddenly shivers. ‘Don’t think about it. It’s too big; it’s too serious. You’re probably not, anyway.’
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It’s distressing how unpredictable the process is. Suddenly one conversation, not unlike many others before it, will call up clot after clot of memories that have to be cried out of her, like hairballs to be coughed up, like kidney stones to be passed, before she can go on. Some days she manages to split herself into grieving and non-grieving streams, and flow along with the non-grieving almost normally; others, the grieving bulges up painfully underneath, the fresh realisation that Janey is not coming back erupts and makes mess all through the normal, and she has to retire again, and hear people making excuses for her, through doors, on telephones.

At first she was frightened that her whole life would be like this. Now, after barely two weeks, she begins to see that there will come a time when she’ll have control, when it will be possible for her to set aside time for the eruptions, or to hold them down until she has privacy, or to smother them entirely. The physical pain has seeped out of her limbs; the intensity of her senses is only an occasional affliction; her voice steadies, and her handwriting becomes her own again, or almost—something of its machine-like regularity has been lost. The intervals between collapses are lengthening, and a pattern is emerging in the way she copes with them; the strongest and most strengthening thing about them is that she knows they do not last forever. The grief is like a de-addictive drug; it weans her off itself; its demands grow less instead of greater; it stands aside and allows other demands—for food, or physical activity, or sleep—to take precedence. Chloe hates it for that, for its acquiescence in the face of life. And when the tears threaten she welcomes them, and feels a kind of manic clinging to the freshness of the grief; she replays things and dwells on them to bring the tears back, to reassure herself that she still can remember, still has the power to make the past present, even as that power begins to fade.
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‘It’s not so much not wanting to look after a baby,’ says Janey out of the dark, ‘although I know I’d be hopeless at that; I’m just not that kind of … I just don’t think I could. Anyway, it’s more, when I think of Mum having anything to do with it, when I think of Nathan even in the same room—or my dad, him either. I just …’ Chloe can hear the sheets rustle as Janey squirms in the spare bed. ‘Something says no, you know? I’m not going to … bring it into … my kind of life. That has to stop with me. I mean, Nathan can go on and do what he wants, have kids—poor things. But I’m not going to. I’m going to stop the tradition, you know? You hear, you know, how “abused” people abuse their kids and I …’ Her voice drops almost to nothing. ‘I just wonder, is that something you could control? Like, is there any way I could be sure ‘I wouldn’t? Also,’ she adds after a long pause, ‘if I took it away to get away from my folks, I’d be taking it away from your folks, too, and I’d be taking me away from your folks. And you.’ She gets up on one elbow and looks across at Chloe. ‘I’d be scared to even visit, ‘cause of running into Nathan or something, and I just know, especially when you start uni, you won’t have time to come and visit me. You won’t forget me, but I won’t be able to fit in your life like I do now.’

She lies back down and lets out a big sigh. ‘So the answer seems to be,’ she goes on doggedly, ‘that I just send it away, put it with safer and better parents than me, and parents who aren’t too weird about it, who’ll, like, let me have a look at it every now and again, who won’t pretend, you know, that it’s theirs, who’ll tell it, and let it visit me when it’s older.’

‘I don’t know if you can specify that, to the adoption people. Agencies, they have, don’t they? Terrible idea.’

‘Yeah.’ Janey shudders in agreement. ‘“Child number thirty thousand, you have been assigned to Couple forty-six QH seven. Please proceed to the pick-up area.” Well, I’ll find out, hey? Because that would be something I could stand to do.’
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All during Janey’s pregnancy, Chloe is exhausted. She naps in the library during free periods, head down on the desk, waking up at the bell with red impressions of her watch or her fingers or her notes across one cheek. Her eyelids are like badly propped-up blinds, always ready to snap shut.

She’s falling somewhere with Janey, falling too fast towards a very hard surface. The only difference between them is that Janey doesn’t know they’re falling, and can’t be told. Janey is as happy as a pig in hors d’oeuvres. Janey is using sex the way some people use food or drugs, to console herself and to celebrate, for basic sustenance and for entertainment.

It’s all right for Janey—she can sleep all day. But Chloe can only be watchdog for so many hours. The exams that are supposed to make or break her future hang at the end of the year like the Gates of Doom, and she’s sliding down a scree-covered mountainside towards them. Some nights she brings a book along with her, and reads a few paragraphs while Janey’s busy. It’s ludicrous; she’s frantic, constantly low-level frantic, just about the exams. Study time is like treasure, some of which she has to dole out reluctantly for sleep. Resentment shadows her whenever she goes with Janey, but someone has to go along, someone has to keep her out of trouble.

Resentment is nothing; exam-related stress is nothing. What Chloe has to struggle to keep at bay is a sense of tragedy, breeding in her bones as if her marrow is making it along with the blood. She thinks of the baby and she cannot see how things can possibly work out. You should not be here, she groans to it, to herself, almost every day. You should not have come into existence. This was a bad move. And yet it does not give up; Janey grows and flourishes and is happier than Chloe has ever seen her, which seems, to Chloe, something to worry about and guard against—terrible, dangerous.

Theo has tried sulking, and the first few times Chloe was flattered enough to fall for it and spend extra time with him. Now she is tired of the manipulation. ‘I thought I was the child and you were the grown-up!’ she yells at him, and goes, just goes, and he can lump it. The first time she does this, when she comes back he’s filled his bedroom with roses, scattered the bed with petals, and he makes love to her right there and then. She laughs, surprised, and gives in, but with the feeling that she oughtn’t to, that she’s falling for an old, old trick.

‘It’s not normally like this. I don’t know what else to do,’ she says the next night, at the wardrobe changing to go out and meet Janey. It is nearly midnight.

‘Well, it’s pretty clear where your first loyalty lies,’ he says in a deeply accusing tone. Just woken, he looks old and crabby, a humourless adult.

She pulls on an overshirt, meets his eyes in the mirror. ‘This is wrong of me, to support my friend?’

‘It’s wrong of her, to expect it. You give up an enormous amount of time.’

‘But time is what I’ve got! Company is what I am!’ Chloe laughs helplessly.

‘I thought we were going to spend more time together—I thought that was our agreement. Now she needs you all the time—or so she says. Why doesn’t she just take responsibility for her own life, look after herself?’

‘It’s just safer, with the two of us. And I feel better if I go—about her, about the baby.’ She is aware of trying to make her voice soothing, resents the effort it requires. Just accept it, she thinks to him. Just take it on, why don’t you?

He shifts position at the door. ‘Well, yes, this pregnancy’s very convenient, isn’t it? Just when it looked like she might lose you.’

Chloe sighs. ‘What are you saying, Theo?’

‘I’m saying it’s a ploy.’

‘You’re saying she engineered a split condom?’

‘I’m saying there may be reasons why she decided to go through and have the baby, and your being away from here all the time might be one of them.’

Chloe shakes her head and smiles. ‘Janey’s not that … not that calculating.’

‘Isn’t she?’

Chloe turns away from the mirror, scooping up her backsack from the bed. ‘Look, if you want to bitch about Janey, find someone else to bitch to, okay? I just hate the sound of it coming from you, coming from someone who’s always on about how much they care about me.’

‘How much he cares.’ Theo stops her with an arm across the doorway, and delivers a slow, sexy kiss. Chloe feels like hitting him. ‘You don’t have to be non-sexist with me. I’m a man.’

‘Hmm.’ She gives in and smiles—it’s quicker. ‘Well, take it like one, then.’ She ducks under his arm and leaves the house.
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‘All the old videos with Janey in,’ says Chloe to Dane.

Dane nods slowly. ‘For Eddie, you mean.’

‘I thought … By the time he’s old enough, there’ll be no sound, they’ll be all faded. I thought I’d take them to that place in town Carl uses, that puts videos onto CD, so it’ll be digital.’

‘Good idea. Right-o, I’ll give Carl a ring and he can bring around a VCR when he comes on Sunday.’

‘Thanks.’ Today she is raw; something has again stripped protective layers of habit from her eyes and mind. Everyday speech feels false in her mouth; she sees past it to the great cords that hold her to her father, to her whole family, the blood instinct they have for each other, their very for-ness for each other—and the goodness of this, of Dane’s and the others’ unspoken gladness that she’s alive, keeps her nearly on the point of tears.
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Chloe minds the house while the others go off camping. She has an essay to write. Janey stays with her, to get away from her family. She’s quite big by now; she glows, she fills the house with her sharp, hot smell.

On the Saturday night she brings a boy home, a boy with a voice like a startled Doberman’s. Chloe sits up writing—she writes best on coffee between eleven-thirty and two in the morning—and through the fiddle and mutter of the radio she hears Janey bring him to barking in the lounge room below, over and over.

Late in the morning Chloe wakes up and goes downstairs. Janey’s smell fills the lower part of the house like trapped smoke. The barking boy is gone (Chloe checks that the video and the CD player are still in place), and Janey lies asleep wrapped in a blanket on one of the couches. Chloe pauses.

Janey doesn’t look childlike, as most sleeping people do. Her face is serene and adult; without her smile her cheeks aren’t round. Her body is like a child’s, though, not in its shape but in the way it has dropped hot into sleep, unconscious where she fell. Chloe can feel that radiant heat on her face. One of Janey’s arms is flung up, the fingers tangled in her hair, which spreads like wheel-spokes across the couch cushion.

Chloe goes into the kitchen and starts making coffee and toast. She opens one of the dining-room doors, and feels the inside air being pulled loose by the outside. She finds out-of-season strawberries in the fridge and starts washing them.

When she turns off the tap, Janey is at the doorway, in hastily-pulled-on clothes that make her look more naked than she did naked. Her face looks round now, puffy with sleep; she sniffs and bats hair-ropes off her face. They look at each other, which is their greeting. It’s as if the remaining part of Chloe’s self has appeared, and she doesn’t have to say hello to that.

Janey hoists herself onto a stool at the kitchen counter. ‘Finish your essay?’

Chloe puts coffee in front of her, and the strawberries. ‘Need you ask.’

‘Hope we didn’t, you know …’ That was what she really wanted to say.

Chloe gives her the gleaming look she wants. ‘What have you done with him—buried him in the back yard?’

‘He had to go. He works in a bakery. Isn’t that cute? A baker’s boy.’

Chloe considers a few bun-in-the-oven jokes, but she feels too serene, too Sunday-morning still.

Janey bites off a strawberry, lays the green bit neatly on the counter and shifts on her seat. ‘This stool and counter weren’t made with pregnant people in mind.’

‘They weren’t—Mum was past all that. Want to sit at the table?’ Chloe doesn’t move, and Janey wrinkles her nose and takes another strawberry.

‘I won’t give in to it yet. I’m still in denial.’ She grins and bites, the berry a spot of colour in her white face.

‘Boy, you’re persistent,’ murmurs Chloe. She feels strange about this baby sometimes, as if it’s hers, and Janey’s just carrying it for her, like a handbag or a book she doesn’t have enough hands for at the moment. She feels hovering and anxious about it; maybe it’s the absence or ignorance of its father that gives her this stake. But it’s also curiosity, and even a kind of envy, although she knows the child is an unwise move for Janey, senses the disaster it might bring.
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She sees how arbitrary the accident was, that took Janey and left her, a matter of timing and slips in someone’s concentration (Janey’s? the juveniles’? God’s?), and the wrong constellation of people and fluids. Circumstances have conspired against Janey’s staying alive, and she can’t see any reason why they shouldn’t conspire against her too, at any time—except that she’s been warned, and now she’ll stay here among these people and not move, in such a crowd of family and friends that the lightning can’t single her out.
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‘I’m losing you, aren’t I?’ says Theo. Chloe, showered, neatly inserted into bed next to him, feels herself shrink inside. She can say nothing.

He turns over, a laboured, sighing turn, gathering her up in one arm.

‘It’s not entirely up to me,’ she ventures.

‘No, well, I suppose your life isn’t entirely in your own—’

‘I didn’t mean that. I mean, you can decide, too, how much you’ll put up with. If you can wait, I will have more time once the baby’s born.’

‘How do you figure that?’

‘Janey’s going to adopt it out.’ It’s something they’ve discussed and weighed and agonised over at length, but here and now it sounds like a reckless, impulsive decision, the decision of children in their ignorance.

‘Yeah? Believe that when I see it.’

‘Well …’ It throws her, the bitterness in his voice. ‘Well, I guess it’s up to you whether you stick around long enough to see it.’ She tries to sound gentle, reasonable, but somehow she keeps choosing the wrong words.

‘Me “stick around”! Listen, I’ve been sticking around! It’s you who’s been flitting off every time the phone rings.’

‘Yes, and I’m saying this is going to be a fact of life until November. If you can’t hack it, we should split up. If you can wait, there’s a good chance—’ She makes a special effort to soften her voice. ‘—that things will get better.’

He looks at her, half-risen over him. The darkness is nearly complete—she sees him as much by his warmth and breathing as by his shadow against the pillow. ‘You’re just not giving an inch, are you?’ he says.

‘I am!’ she says wildly. ‘I’m giving a whole lot of inches!’ and she starts to cry out a tremendous rage, a heart-splitting, brain-stopping rage at her own confusion, exhaustion, ignorance, her inability to keep tabs on this slippery thing, this relationship, to hold it to her will.

Behind her he lies silent, until her weeping eases a little. ‘Yes. Just not to me,’ he says, and turns away.

His snide tone dries up her tears at the source. She lies staring, amazed to find herself here, lying beside this rounded back. Clearly, she is supposed to grovel. Plead. Promise. She gets out of the bed, a hysterical laugh of astonishment in her throat.

She discovers she has left all her belongings in neat clumps around the house, as if she were only ever a guest. She goes out into the night like a bag lady, carrying everything she owns, and slowly, stopping often to rearrange her load, struggles home.
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Pete stands at her door. ‘I’ve got something to go in the chest.’

It’s in an unmarked envelope, sealed conspicuously with brown packing tape. She takes it and looks at it front and back and then at him.

‘It’s for Eddie,’ he says pointedly. ‘Will you put it with the other things?’

‘Sure.’ The window-seat box is open. She could toss the envelope in from where she sits, but you don’t toss such things. She gets up and puts it in, then sits down to labelling photographs again.

When Pete’s gone she finishes a label, fixes it to the back of a print and starts another. Then Pete’s envelope burns a hole in her concentration. It’s packed tightly, almost too tight to close; there are more than two or three sheets in there. She has heard the printer going in Nick’s room; on her way to the bathroom she saw Pete hunched over the sheets that were emerging, close-printed both sides.

She doesn’t like this, she realises. She doesn’t like not knowing. She doesn’t like the fact that the envelope’s sealed with packing tape, although she has to admit with shame that a normal seal wouldn’t have withstood her curiosity. And what does he know about Janey that’s such a big secret, that Chloe doesn’t know, that he doesn’t want Chloe to know? What’s being kept from her? She stares at the envelope lying in the chest, unpleasant possibilities multiplying in her head.
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In the middle of Chloe’s HSC trials Janey lumbers from her home to the Hunters’, ‘God free me from the House of Mould!’ she cries, bursting in on Chloe and throwing a stuffed backpack on the spare bed. ‘Oh, you’re working. ‘

‘Yeah, for an exam. Tomorrow morning.’

‘Poor chook. I’ll have a bath, then. Have you got any tea-tree oil? I’ve got thrush practically up to the back teeth!’

‘In the cabinet.’

‘Oh, you guys are so organised—I love it!’

After the bath Janey lies on the bed in a borrowed Nick T-shirt and clean underpants. Chloe finishes note-taking and swivels around to face her. They consider each other.

‘Can I stay here a while?’ says Janey.

‘Your dad?’ Janey nods. Chloe regards her for a long moment. ‘You mean until the baby comes.’

‘Yeah. Would that be a big problem?’

‘Nothing we can’t handle.’ Chloe grins briefly.

‘Sorry.’ Janey falls onto her back. ‘It’s not like I’m not feeling like sex. It’s just, all the other things are building up, this great lump, the thrush driving me nuts. I’m in the bath half the day.’

‘I thought you fixed that.’

‘It came back. It always comes back. You know, I get a week clear. And then it’s my veins, or the stretch marks. Itch, itch, itch. So many different itches, that old sex-itch seems like nothing! This was such a bad idea.’ She laughs at the ceiling, and sighs, and closes her eyes. ‘It’s so quiet here,’ she says dreamily, ‘and so clean.’

Chloe fetches the bottle of apricot kernel oil from the bathroom. ‘Here.’

Janey opens her eyes. ‘Babe, you are a true babe,’ she says, shifting over and hitching up Nick’s T-shirt to expose her belly. Chloe is used to the cruel red stripes the baby has drawn out of Janey’s white flesh, but still catches her breath sympathetically.

‘You know what I remind myself of?’ Janey says comfortably as Chloe spreads the oil and starts rubbing it in. ‘I keep thinking it’s a “caldera”, but that’s probably the wrong word. That bulge volcanoes get when they’re just about to blow—does that have a name? You know, and the earth cracks up all around, like cakes do in the oven at my place. Don’t you think it makes more sense for a baby to pop out your navel than down below? I mean, that’s the whole direction of the thing—out.’

Chloe absently runs a finger along one of the stretch marks, and Janey flinches. ‘Hurt when you touch ‘em, itch when you don’t. I tell you, you can’t win.’

‘Only a month more to go.’

Janey groans.
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The things Chloe can see, that she doesn’t want to see. She can see how her time with Janey, already receding, is beginning to gather a kind of glow to itself, is beginning to be suffused, like grown-ups’ memories of school life, with a golden late-afternoon glow, poignant and beautiful, but dimming, dimming fast. She can feel it when she looks at photos of Janey—each has become heavily significant, Janey’s ever-youthfulness, Chloe’s youth to which Janey is consigned, peeping out unsuspectingly, with a laugh. Even the bad photos, clumsily framed or blurred or catching some peculiar in-between-expressions expression, ones you would discard if she were alive, threaten to take on this glow, this preciousness. Now Chloe has to work to keep that golden light at bay, to remind herself that Janey’s life was real, and changed from week to week as her own life changes now, that it trailed loose ends, that it was as smelly as a ripe cheese, that often it seemed to be lumbering out of control to nowhere.

Janey’s dying has thrown a cloak of tragedy over her life, giving everything she ever said or did a significant ring, an edge of portent, a kind of unwitting courage it didn’t have at the time. Chloe hates that, doesn’t want Janey to be noble and dead. She wants her to be live and rude and drawing disapproving glances on the street. She keeps falling into pits of Janey-absence, now that she has time, now that she’s never interrupted, never dragged out of her cave to knock Janey’s demons on the head (so lightly, so easily—why didn’t she do it properly, that last time?). She sees that it’s possible, as it didn’t seem possible three weeks ago, that these absences will become less frequent, that people she doesn’t even know yet will meet her and come close and partly fill them. Still, she can’t imagine life without this weight on her heart, subduing her laughter, urging caution in all things. There is a dark wound in her where Janey was cut off, and it never quite closes, it sours everything, slows everything, bleeds mystery and sadness. However far ahead she looks, she can’t see a time when it will seal up completely and be gone.
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‘Is it okay with you guys if Janey stays here until the baby comes?‘

Joy and Dane look at each other across the dining-table. ‘I thought you wanted to be free of distractions during the trials,’ says Joy.

‘Yeah, yeah. But she’s being … harassed at home.‘

They check with each other again, then look at her without speaking.

‘Look,’ she says, going to the cupboard for a glass, ‘I can hack it, if you can. Can you?’

‘Well …’ says Dane. ‘We usually do.’ Chloe hears only the doubt in his voice

Joy adds, ‘Are you asking because you want us to say no? Because we will if you want us to.’

Chloe turns from the tap. ‘It’s just, a whole month, and probably more—I thought I ought to check, that’s all.’ Her parents stare, and their astonishment makes her hear the loud, impatient tone in her voice. She gulps water.

‘It’s not just any old month, though,’ says Joy cautiously.

‘That’s why I’m checking, because I won’t be able to take the full load, of keeping her company. Someone else’ll have to sort of step in … every now and again, you see?’

There’s a long, awkward pause. They may not say yes, Chloe realises, surprised.

Dane stops rasping his fingers in his beard. ‘I just think … with the exams, with a baby in the house—’

‘I didn’t say after the baby—’

‘No, but that’s what it’ll turn into.’

Chloe acknowledges it with a grimace.

‘What I think …’ Dane goes on evenly. ‘There are actual, formal, refuges … staffed by people who are trained to take on people like Janey.’

There are no other people like Janey.

Dane catches Chloe’s mutinous look. ‘People in Janey’s type of situation. We’re talking a very serious time in your life, and a very serious time in Janey’s. We’re not talking “full load” here, we’re talking …’ He chops out a large piece of the air with his hands, trying to capture the word.

‘Overload,’ says Joy, squinting out at Chloe from under her hand, that shades her eyes from the downlight. ‘Overload good and proper. You can’t cram with a baby in the house, Clo.’

‘Then I’ll cram in the library. Or I’ll work hard enough now that I won’t have to cram.’ She slumps over the kitchen counter. ‘Don’t you see,’ she says flatly, hopelessly, ‘I can’t go upstairs and tell Janey to go to a refuge.’

‘You may have to, Chloe love,’ says Joy.

Chloe raises her head. A tear squeezes out of one eye and she pushes it away with hair and sleeve. ‘Would you put your feet down?’ she asks them, feeling curious more than anything.

Their eyes slide off her to the door, and Chloe knows who has silently arrived there. She puts her forehead on the counter.

‘I’ll be good,’ says Janey, almost in a whisper. ‘I’ll be quiet. I know Cole’s exams are important.’

Chloe looks up. Janey’s face is white and delicate among the black-straggling flames of hair, her arms wound round each other down over her belly, as if to hide it. Pity and anger, love and loyalty swell and strive inside Chloe, ravel and tighten. She can’t do what any of them want her to do.

Suddenly out of the knot escapes a single clear thought. ‘I just don’t see,’ she says to her mother, ‘how we can say yes, we’ll be there for the birth but no, not before, and not after either.’

‘I didn’t—’ starts Janey. ‘I wouldn’t expect—’

Chloe stops her with a wave, her eyes on Joy. The air almost creaks with her parents’ doubt.

Joy looks at Dane. ‘Let’s sleep on this one. Okay?’

He nods.

‘Okay?’ Joy checks with Chloe and Janey.

They nod dumbly. Chloe yearns to be asleep, feeling nothing, seeing nothing, thinking nothing. ‘Come on, Janey. We’ll sleep on it, too.’ She leads the way upstairs.
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It’s just a matter of handing the numbered videos over, Chloe thinks, and paying money, and coming back later to collect the discs.

But when she picks them up, the bright-eyed man behind the counter says, ‘We cleaned up the sound on the first couple; it was already starting to break up.’

‘Yes, I guess it would’ve—’

‘I’ll show you.’ He has the disc out of the sleeve and in the player on the counter. ‘It’s come up well; I think you’ll be pleased.’

Chloe’s Hawaiian-theme twelfth birthday party is on the screen, the back yard a mess of balloons and streamers. Pete lairs in past the camera. Chloe’s friends dance (she did have more friends then, she realises with a shock), their parents’ conversation murmurs off to one side; she hears Gus’s high-pitched laugh for the first time in more than a year. As she’s recovering from that, Janey idles into the picture wearing pink swimmers, a pink-and-orange-flower-splashed sarong and a crepe-paper lei, and carrying a glass of fruit punch. She sees the camera, raises her glass pretend-drunkenly and staggers out of frame, then pops back in with a bright wave.

‘Having a good time, Janey?’ Dane’s voice says loudly behind the camera.

‘Lovely crisp sound,’ says the shop-man, startling Chloe.

‘Absho-lutely!’ hoots Janey.

‘There was a bit of a buzz of distortion there. We can clean that sort of thing off now.’

‘Uh-huh?’ says Chloe dazedly.

He ejects the disc and slides it into a slick snap-lock bag with the others. ‘Two copies—if you have any problems, come straight back.’

She pays and walks out of the shop. Then her body forgets how to breathe. A row of square sandstone pillars supports the skyscraper above her, and she slows, and leans against one.

Janey lives, on screen, with her smooth and slightly wispy dark hair, her wide smile, her hooting giggle. Chloe remembers that party, remembers agonising over the guest list, closely supervising Dane as he compiled the party tapes from old vinyl LPs, splitting strawberries for the rims of the glasses while Joy assembled the satays. She remembers how it ended—late at night, Chloe dancing with Dane, Janey with Pete, Mum with Isaac, Carl with Gus, out on the lawn with the Hawaiian music twanging and swooning all around them.

It’s frightening how easily those few frames—that lovely crisp sound with the years cleaned off it—reconstitute that lost time, that gone time. It’s all there, in her head, in her skin, attached to hair-triggers ready to blow at any second and eject her from normal life, make her fall against the nearest solid thing, while Janey’s good cheer, her childhood laughing, her oblivious happy faces, and Gus’s revived laughter, gust around like dead leaves on the dirty wind.

Chloe stands there, the shiny shopping-bag of history in one hand, breathing deeply, seeing no one and nothing, hearing only the absence underneath, behind, above everything.

[image: image]

When she reads, Janey reads fast and reads everything: textbooks, catalogues, novels and poetry, newspapers from front to back—certain classified ads included. She sits scowling over them on the spare bed while Chloe studies. They are both like people on an eating binge, stuffing in words. They move just enough to keep the blood on course to various limbs, or to reach the packet of toffee Brazil nuts; sometimes Janey gets up and makes tea, or instant soup, or sandwiches. ‘Oh gee, thanks,’ Chloe says. She hasn’t even seen her go out. Janey stands beside her reading her essay draft. She is the one person Chloe doesn’t mind doing that. She says, ‘Look at your writing. It’s so neat, like a machine pumped it out. Look, pages and pages.’ ‘Not enough pages,’ Chloe says gloomily, but Janey’s right, and Chloe likes the look of her own words too. ‘You’ll get there,’ Janey says, perfectly confident, and wanders back to her reading.

For Janey’s ninth month Chloe’s time is split exactly in four. As long as she keeps moving every few hours, from study to Janey to sleep to school, as long as she keeps the momentum up, she’s all right. If she stops to think about how much is being crammed into her days, or what is happening, or what might happen, she seizes up with anxiety, with the ringing of giant questions in her head, useless questions like, What are we all going to do?

Coming downstairs late one night for a coffee to finish an essay on, she finds Isaac in the lounge room with books and notes spread out on the coffee table in front of him. Nick is clashing mugs in the kitchen.

‘Hi,’ she says, passing Isaac. It’s perhaps weeks since they last spoke.

‘How are things with you?’ It would be rude to walk on, but it isn’t so much that that stops her as a feeling that the voice came not only from across the table but also from inside herself somewhere, it’s pitched so differently from the other voices she’s used to hearing. He really wants to know.

‘Things are all right,’ she says too quickly.

He watches her—expectantly, she feels—as if I’m lying and he’s waiting for me to admit it. She tries out ‘Why wouldn’t things be fine?’ in her head, and is shocked by how cocky, how false the words sound. Then she’s angry, because he’s seen her shock from the outside and those glasses of his, which make his eyes look so tiny, also seem to make their vision more acute. ‘How about you?’ she says instead, realising she’s never asked him this before.

‘Me? Fine, too.’ He’s performing the same shutting-out manoeuvre as she did, only more gently and pointedly.

‘Good,’ she says, and suddenly she laughs, at the bland conversation and the complications it covers, and he smiles back, with an understanding that makes her laugh all the more.
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‘Nick said to me, the day after, “I just never thought before, it never occurred to me, this is it, this is all, this life is all we get! Why didn’t I ever think!” ’ Pete does a perfect freaked-Nick imitation, and Chloe has to smile.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘I had this idea, that I didn’t realise I had, I just assumed that we’d talk about it afterwards, Janey and me, like we talk about—talked—about everything. “Did you see what they did to me? And what about the expression on that cop’s face? Boy, I guess that showed everyone, hey?” All that. It’s so easy to imagine—I’m still expecting it, in a way. I dream it all the time. Good old chats we have,’ she finishes bitterly. ‘Do I sound mad?’ Tears stinging in her eyes.

‘No! No. That must be what dreams are for, hey.’

‘You mean dreams are the afterlife?’ She thinks about it. ‘So nightmares are hell and my talks with Janey are Paradise, and we get both without even having to die. Which leaves open the question, where is she now?’

‘I think, maybe … she isn’t.’

‘Very delicately put.’ Chloe’s snort of laughter turns wet and Pete passes her the tissue box. ‘Ah, God, tears again. Mop, mop, blow, blow.’

‘Just think, though, if there was this talking-it-over time afterwards—like, we all sit around with our lives and, I don’t know, score them—will she wait sixty years for you to die? And then, if she does—well, how would you compare, you know, her eighteen years and your—what?—seventy-eight?’

‘I can just see the look she’d give me as I hobbled through the gates. Like, “Jesus, Cole, you went and turned into an old!’ Or she might have expected it; she might have been watching all along …’

‘Or do the years in between kind of disappear,’ suggests Pete, ‘and we all have perfect understanding of each other, whatever age we are, whatever we’ve done?’

‘But that would take away the whole point—I mean, when I talk my life over with Janey I want to talk like we talk here, you know—hearing things wrong, getting the giggles, trying out ideas before they’re properly thought out, hearing her reactions, interrupting …’

‘You might not even remember that kind of conversation when you’re seventy-eight,’ Pete suggests.

Chloe’s shocked. ‘You think?’

‘Well, I don’t know. Do I? Do you know?’

There’s a pause.

‘It just sounds awful, you know,’ says Chloe. ‘You see someone and—blinngg!—perfect understanding. It sounds so quick. I mean, how’s that going to fill eternity? … I mean, I can imagine having an endless conversation with Janey—I can see the point of that, but

‘But blinging you can’t come at?’

‘Well, bling and then what? Or is it an endless wonderful bling, or a sort of frozen moment? Or is there no bling and we all just float around communing with God? He’s never sounded like much fun. It’s a—it could be a problem, this afterlife business,’ she finishes with a laugh. It’s pointless—she’s stuck here, not knowing anything.

Pete says, after another thoughtful pause, ‘People reckon they can feel dead people’s … presences.’

‘We-ell. Feel the absence, maybe. And then, know the person so well, and know so exactly the sort of thing they’d say, or the sort of opinion they’d hold in that situation, that they convince themselves the person’s there. Which is fair enough, I guess—you console yourself any way you can. Some people fool themselves that poor old dead so-and-so’s keeping an eye on them. I mean, can you imagine Janey just serenely watching! Wouldn’t she butt in, wouldn’t she blab on, out on the sidelines there?’ Pete’s laughing. ‘You wouldn’t be able to shut her up. So if she’s some kind of serene spirit, GOOD FOR YOU,’ Chloe calls to the ceiling. ‘But I liked the old Janey, the earthly one. She was the one I hung around with, she’s the one I really miss.’
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Eddie is born in the night—or early morning: 2.16 a.m. Chloe sees Janey change before her very eyes. First, she goes inward, thoughtful, emerging now and then to make a joke. By the time they go to the hospital the jokes have stopped; Joy drives, and in the back seat Chloe, the lid firmly on her own anxieties, sits with Janey trying to read the labour from her face as squares of street light flow over it. At the worst, Janey climbs Chloe’s arm with a frightened yowl, terrifying her with her weight and distress, the unstoppable pains, the fear of them getting so much worse.

At the hospital, which is all white wall panels and silver hardware, noise seems to attack Janey from the inside and burst out of her. There is a sequence to it: terrified swearing, a kind of bull’s bellow, and then a falling back, weakly whimpering, ‘I can’t, I can’t, I’m sorry.’

‘You can.’ Joy pulls Janey’s sodden dreadlocks back and twists them into a temporary knot. ‘You’re doing it.’

Chloe watches her mother and follows her lead—soothes and murmurs, holds on. She isn’t able to smile, to say after each contraction, ‘Good. You’re doing a great job, Janey, because she doesn’t know; she thinks possibly Janey’s bellowing herself to death, but obviously not if Joys so calm. In a pause between contractions she looks down at her own reddened hands, at her arms scored by Janey’s fingernails and the ridges of veins winding across the finger tendons. Her hands look strong, and worked, and they are nothing to the muscles working in Janey, the system forcing the contents of that great stretched belly out through … out through …

Chloe had mentally shrunk from the idea of seeing, of having to focus on Janey’s nether end. Looking up from the birth books Janey had said with relish, ‘Oh, it’s gorgeous, waters breaking, fluids and shit—like, shit, the real thing.’ And Chloe had gargled with embarrassment.

Now all that seems too silly to think about. After each rearing pain the crouched midwife wipes Janey, somewhere out of sight at the back of the birthing chair. And there are the parts Chloe feared, reflecting up from a mirror—strange, grey-purple, half-screened by sproinging black hairs, but not disgusting. In this part of the world nothing is disgusting, nothing like that, nothing bodily. Chloe is freed of such disgust; she will never be able to think like that again.

Eddie arrives purple and white after four hours of the very worst. He spills out of Janey before Chloe’s astonished eyes, and is instantly commandeered, his face working around a tube sucking fluid from his mouth, his wet shuddering body in the midwifes rubber-gloved hands. Janey struggles in the chair and yelps, ‘Fuck off. Leave him alone!’ and Chloe almost cheers her, almost sees the connection rear up from the baby and strike into her. Janey grabs him, and wraps herself around him, sweaty T-shirt and wet-ringleting hair and all, while her bottom half, all splayed legs and wound and purple cord, hangs and bleeds like some other body quite separate from Janey’s, its work done. ‘Get the fuck out of here, all of you!’ she commands, in a low, venomous voice. ‘Not you—she spares Chloe’s arm a claw. Just get these buggers in masks out of my fanny, will you?’ And Joy laughs! and Chloe, overpowered by the baby’s pinking face, by his lips, tiny lips, opening upon a real if tiny mouth, by his eyelids coming unstuck and by expressions crossing his face as fast as water, as fast as air, can’t stop crying, tears she can see over, tears of terror and relief that well up inside her and pour automatically down her face.
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Chloe hardly knew what to think when the date for the hearing was set, but as the time comes closer she feels more and more that she has a duty to go, to hear what there is to be heard in such a place, at such a time.

She wants to go on her own—maybe she can hold herself together to listen calmly if she’s just a single anonymous figure in the public gallery—but Dane and Joy won’t hear of it, and Isaac thinks he ought to come too, at least for the start of the hearing, and now Nick and Pete say they will, so she’s condemned to sob in the middle of her family instead.

So it’s come to this, the courtroom buried in a windowless slab of a building. Chloe sits dazed and dismayed and watches the play of the lawyers, the defendants, the witnesses. The court procedure is long-winded, to the point where Chloe wonders if it is some kind of endurance test, for witnesses and relatives alike. This will take days, she realises, when it should be so simple—they did it and should die, slowly and painfully. Everyone has their time to speak—except Janey, her time being over, gone, finished, her ration run out.

The procedure seems to ignore somehow the enormity of what’s being talked about. It’s a search, persistent, thoroughgoing, methodical, for a thin single line of fact to walk among the scrappy rememberings of the five defendants. Chloe realises, with an almost audible ping! of insight and disappointment, that it doesn’t want what she wants. It wants to remain utterly impersonal; it doesn’t want to know that this was Janey who was lost; it doesn’t want to be swayed by Chloe’s tears, Chloe’s loss, Chloe’s friendship. It wants to separate out the different strands of criminal behaviour on that night, pin them to the correct culprit, and match them with punishments deemed appropriate by law in previous, similar cases. It’s so limited, so insufficient, for all its length and complication! It’s a cruelty and an insult to the people who knew Janey. The truth is so much bigger than the facts; the reality has so many more permutations than the law. Chloe is glad, now, that there’s a decent-sized pack of them here, proclaiming Janey’s value, not just one weeping teenager. It’s their presence here that holds the meaning for Chloe, that is the point; the trial in front of her is so far off the mark she hardly knows why everyone’s bothering.

When she looks at the defendants, sitting down the front with the prison officers and lawyers, looking bored, she can feel her mind straining to believe they did what they did. They are all so small, so hunched, so inconsequential-looking—how could they have overpowered Janey? At first she doesn’t even feel anger towards them, just this brain-bending puzzlement. Then, as their stories start to contradict each other and collapse under questioning, and it becomes clear that they’ve said anything they thought might save their skins, Chloe’s contempt deepens to a point where it tries to lock her throat closed, where she must consciously stiffen her limbs to stop them shaking. She wanted these people in some way to be worthy of Janey, but it’s clearer with every word of evidence that they have no idea what they did, what manner of person they removed.

As the events are related, the monotonous words bloom in Chloe’s mind almost too quickly and vividly, like time-lapse photographed flowers. She can hear, as no one else can, Janey’s failing attempts at cockiness, at brashness; she can hear her pretending everything is normal, fun. And then Janey founders; the puzzlement in the defendants’ testimony shows Chloe how badly. Janey raves and weeps and begs, and doesn’t notice how their puzzlement curdles into anger. Janey can’t stop talking, trying to tell them, about Nathan, about how terrible her life is. They can’t stop shouting back at her, advancing on her, threatening and then carrying out their threats. None of this ‘shuts her up’; she seems to ‘go crazy’; she keeps getting up and ‘coming back for more’; she won’t stop talking; she won’t stop crying. Everybody is deeply drunk; no one is having any fun any more. Finally the girl and the biggest boy—not very big, Chloe notes—climb down and find that cam shaft, the one there on the table, lobed like a sculpture, dense now with significance, like some kind of ceremonial object. They find it, they climb up the cars with it, and it only takes one stroke from behind to silence Janey at last. Then they all—this is astonishing more than anything else that has gone before—they crawl into various cars, and sleep.

This is like having dead cells scrubbed off a burn; Chloe sees all the good that time has been doing her, as it’s clawed away and made raw again. Janey’s last minutes were so much worse than she’d imagined, because her imaginings were imaginings, were all provisional, could easily be wrong. Janey might have had a wonderful last night, and only hit her head falling; these people might be quite blameless! But the moments they tell of were the real moments, of which there is only one possible version—these boys raped and beat Janey, this girl ridiculed her, together they brought about her end. This is the whole truth of it; they are arguing merely over who did what, and in what order. The deed remains the same. Determined not to sob aloud, Chloe sits blinded by tears, her teeth clamped, vibrating in pain.
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There is a morning break, and then another for lunch. Outside, the spring wind blows litter, grit and danger, unpredictable gusts of it. People inch and sidle from the courthouse door; Chloe is led. She stands shrinking and numb in sunshine misplaced from another day, swayed by the wind on the precipitous steps.

Some person’s hand is under her elbow, their arm around her, some bright, precious person of her family squinting in the sunlight. Nick, it is—how he’s grown, that he would help her like this, that he would put aside their years of squabbling, for her in her helplessness.

At the bottom of the steps he hands her to Dane, as if this is some kind of progressive dance. Everything has an aura around it; the paving stones float in the light like great squared loves; Isaac’s coat-edge fizzes with it; his glasses as he talks to Joy catch it and shoot it into Chloe’s eyes—dazzling, hesitant lines.

No one addresses her. They murmur among themselves. Nick and Isaac have to go now, just up the road to the university. After their subdued goodbyes, at the last moment Isaac turns to Chloe and puts his arms around her, and a big ugly sob catches in her throat and begins to choke her. As he gives her back to Dane, she glimpses her tears in long dashes down Isaac’s coat, strokes of silver beads.
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‘I thought—what I saw—what Isaac and I found—was terrible, but it was nothing! Everything had been done by then, done a whole night before! They were the terrible things, not her body—that was nothing. Seeing her lying there was nothing.’

They can’t sit close enough to the fire. They can’t ever be warm enough. The hearing is adjourned for the day, and evening has greyed everything out. They huddle, Dane and Chloe with Joy across from them, clasping tea mugs, their eyes on the orange flames, seemingly the only live thing in the world.

‘It’s all terrible,’ says Dane through his teeth. His arm around her, he rubs the same spot on her shoulder, irregularly, to the rhythm of his distress, until it begins to feel raw. ‘How terrible, it doesn’t matter, the degrees. It’s all bloody terrible, everything about it.’

Joy sighs, uncrosses her legs, puts her mug down. ‘I keep thinking about that little girl who got kidnapped a few years ago. Six years old, she rides her bicycle down to the shop and someone takes her on the way. Remember that? And everyone went crook at her mother, but the mother said, “Well, you’ve got to let go of them sometime; you’ve got to give them some responsibility.” I mean, we are talking about an eighteen-year-old here, technically an adult. And still, I feel …’ She covers her mouth with her palm.

‘Hindsight,’ says Dane. ‘And besides, you weren’t Janey’s mother.’

‘Oh, I know that. I’m just wondering—you know, I drive myself crazy—where was the gap, where was the moment, where we should have said … I don’t know, more, or done … whatever it took, you know? To avert it.’

‘There wasn’t one,’ says Dane firmly. ‘D’you hear me, Joy? There was no gap. We did whatever we thought was best, at whatever time—you too, Clo. I’ve watched you two helping Janey cope with life for years. I won’t let you go guilt-tripping over this! There was only so much we could do, and we did it.’

I could have gone to the Rape Centre. I could have taken her to work with me. I could have kept her in my sights. Chloe knows; Chloe is tired of knowing; her guilt is worn down to a nub of tired knowledge.

Joy smiles at Dane. ‘I don’t know that you can stop us, actually.’

‘Any more than we could stop Janey going exactly where she chose to go. I rest my case.’

‘I love you for trying.’ She rests her head briefly on his shoulder. ‘The fact remains, though: we failed her.’

‘We did,’ says Chloe.

‘We failed you, too,’ says Joy, giving her a clear-eyed look. ‘We just went along, you know? Obviously, it’s not enough just to hope things will turn out right, to be wishful, to think, “Well, Chloe’s a sensible person, she’ll find her way.” You have to be active. You have to … take steps.’

‘You have to hedge your kids about with fears about the worst things that could possibly happen to them?’ says Dane. ‘I’m telling you, this was just bad luck as much as anything, Joy.’

‘Yes, but there are ways, of … of staying the hand of luck; there are ways of—’

Chloe reaches across and lays a hand on Joy’s arm. ‘Will you stop, please? It’s done, isn’t it? And we’re not—I mean, we can beat ourselves around the head with it, but in the end we’re not the ones on trial. We’re not the ones who did it.’

‘Well, you see, I don’t know—I’m not so sure!’

‘Joy,’ warns Dane.

‘Okay, I won’t go on. I just feel as if everyone is guilty, of this. Catching and trying those stupid kids is just our easiest way out. They’re just … I don’t know, our agents, somehow.’

‘That’s ridiculous,’ murmurs Dane. ‘As if we wanted them to do that.’
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Four nights later, Chloe stares out her window at the leafless trees netting the city-brightened clouds. She has just finished writing it all out for Eddie, all the hearing, all she knows now about Janey’s last night. She hasn’t spared him any of the details, or herself. She has been exhaustive, and is exhausted. And tomorrow there will be more newspaper articles to clip, and in maybe a year, maybe longer, there will be the actual trial, for which this hearing was just the introduction. In the meantime nothing can be absolutely closed off or filed away, except Janey’s life. The people who closed it off, who turned it into this collection of artefacts and records and memories, they still live, still have rights to be debated and excuses to make, still walk on the earth. Yet Janey has nothing, is nothing, any more.

The stunned stillness in her mind allows a thought through: I used to procure kids like that for Janey, all the time. I chose the ones with really low opinions of themselves, boys who were so used to being stepped on or cast aside they’d hardly notice we were doing it too, discarding them when we’d finished with them. Janey never learned how to be safe on her own; she didn’t know to avoid a pack like that, with a leader like that—or maybe she did, but whatever happened with Nathan threw her judgement.

Chloe leafs back through the writing-crinkled pages: ‘… going on and on about her brother … Detective Sergeant Ken Somebody … their faces, when they saw the photographs … the beautiful sunshiny mornings lost inside sealed courtrooms …’

She files the pages away with others, then puts her head in her hands and holds it together against the vastness and darkness resounding around her. She thought she knew what to expect; she thought she had everything under control. She knew nothing, had nothing, and now she is frightened. A wallowing uncertainty about everything, everything she used to be sure of, dampens and curtails her every impulse, qualifies her every thought. Now that it’s proven, in a court of law, that people—local people, almost neighbourhood people—are capable of such things, who can she trust? Humans can be inhuman—but then, doesn’t that make the ‘inhumanity’ human too? She knows so little; the questions she has are so immense, so interwoven, and come so thick and fast. She puts her head on the desk and lets her tears silence the questions—temporarily at least. At least until tomorrow.
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Janey in hospital is sleepy, amiable, exposed-looking on the high bed among the white sheets, without any make-up on.

‘Did I do that?’ She gapes when Chloe shows her her bruised and scratched arms. ‘Sheesh! Wow! Sorry!’ She laughs and runs her fingers over the marks.

‘It’s nothing to what happened to you, pushing that little watermelon out.’ Chloe indicates the sleeping baby with her elbow.

‘I know. They say the third day’ll be the worst, when the stitches start tightening, and it hurts to feed him, and the baby blues set in.’

‘“On the third day …”’ Chloe intones. ‘Sounds like an old midwives’ tale to me.’

‘Oh, man.’ Janey holds Chloe’s hands loosely and looks across at the baby. ‘His “parents” came in this morning.’

‘Yeah?’ Chloe waits to see what tone she’s supposed to take.

‘They want to call him Edward,’ says Janey gloomily.

Chloe snorts. ‘Edward’s okay! Ed. Eddie. Teddy-boy. It could’ve been one of those other ones you were scared of—Brett or Craig or … what was that mad one? Tarquin—it could’ve been Tarquin.’

‘They offered to put my name in the middle.’

‘What—Edward Jane?’

Janey pushes her. ‘Edward Knott, dillbrain. Edward Knott Hayworth.’

‘It would be true enough.’

‘I thought about it. Then I thought Edward Hayworth, plain, is a better name. Don’t you reckon?’

‘It’s okay, I guess. He’s just The Baby in my mind.’

‘I know. It’s weird, hey? Nailing ’em with a name. You feel as if you haven’t got the right.’

Chloe watches her watching the baby, tries to read what she’s feeling about him. ‘So how was it, seeing Terry and Maxine? Did you feel all defensive? Did you feel like protecting your young?”

‘I felt … okay,’ says Janey with some surprise. ‘You know, they were so happy and excited, and they wanted to know everything about the labour and stuff. It was like they were friends—or family, even. I suppose they are, eh? My son’s parents … No, it was fine. They seem so—ready, you know? And there are two of them, and they want him so badly, and I feel so not ready, it makes sense. I don’t regret my decision,’ she declares formally, and laughs at herself. ‘In fact, I feel like I’ve done some people some good!’

‘Whoa!’

They fall silent as the baby moves. Through his transparent crib Chloe sees his eyes open halfway. He takes a few loud sucks of the fists in front of his face and relaxes back into sleep.

Chloe’s mouth has fallen open. Janey looks at her and flashes her eyebrows. ‘Weird, hey?’ she whispers. Chloe closes her mouth and nods.
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‘I don’t know how you can even think of Eddie, to tell you the honest truth,’ says Nick, pouring coffee. ‘Janey as just her own person I can hack, but if I think of that kid, of her as someone’s mother—’ The column of coffee wavers, and Chloe looks up at his face. ‘Well, you see.’ He sniffs, laughs at himself.

Chloe smiles. ‘I thought I was never going to see you cry,’ she says with relief.

‘I’m not crying, I’m not crying! Water’s coming out my eyes, that’s all.’ He gives another exaggerated sniff, blinks to retrieve the tears. ‘Yeah, well. Everybody’s been bloody leaking at the eyes in this house. Someone’s had to hold together, hey.’

‘It’s the opposite for me. I think about Janey and I go all helpless; I think about Eddie and I can hold together. There are things I can do—have to do, to give him some idea of who she was, you know? I can move; I have to.’

Nick spoons sugar, stirs, and shakes his head. ‘Well, I thought you’d lost it, to start with. Felt like, you know—’ He snaps his fingers twice in front of her face. ‘“She’s really gone—none of this running about’s gonna bring her back!” But you’re not as bent as I thought—’ He picks up his mug and makes to leave the kitchen.

‘Oh. Well, thanks, bro.’

He smiles back over his shoulder—what Chloe thinks of as a proper smile, disconcertingly affectionate and warm.
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In this dream Janey’s whole family attends the hearing, spectacularly grief-stricken. Outside the courthouse Chloe goes for Janey’s mother—she’s the only one small enough to tackle. Immediately Mrs Knott turns pathetic, loose-mouthed, feebly whingeing. Chloe smacks and smacks her face but it seems to have no effect; she just keeps doddering there, alive and useless. Chloe grabs her by the arms and shakes her, screaming all those things she’s been thinking in the courtroom opposite them, watching them in their black with their hypocritical mouths turned down and their handkerchiefs dabbing. ‘Why didn’t you open your eyes and see what was going on in front of you, you silly sagging old non-person of a cow? Why weren’t you some help! Mothers are supposed to help!’ Mrs Knott’s head lolls back and forth, a long high-pitched complaint squealing out of it. Chloe’s getting nowhere, but she goes on shaking and shouting; it feels so good to have one of the true culprits in her hands, and to be dealing out punishment personally.
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Janey comes back to the Hunters’ after the baby. She and Eddie sleep in Chloe’s room. Every day is different for the whole two weeks. There’s a great sense of disorder, of wonder, of just-contained emergency, of everyone ignoring an oncoming crisis. All is cloths and creams and powders, fluids leaking, mounds of laundry.

Certain images from that time will never leave Chloe: Eddie flushing red and screaming in the cradle and Janey in a stark panic above him; Chloe walking Eddie for a full two hours between night feeds while Janey sleeps, her own eyelids drooping, his silky head doddering on her shoulder; Pete holding up a miniature sock, a private, marvelling expression on his face; Dane setting up the video camera next to the cradle so that they can all watch Eddie sleep on the TV downstairs; Nick and Isaac cringing quiet as they bluster in from outside and everyone turns with shushes and alarmed frowns. There are shadows around everyone’s eyes.

The two of them catch each other gazing at Eddie in moments of peace, and remind each other ‘Don’t get too attached’, as if they could control it, as if he didn’t cast a spell by his very smallness, by the very shortness of his history, by his every twitch and crease, by his lightness as a body, his weight as a person, by the unfeelable softness of his skin.

‘I do. I do love him,’ Janey says, matter-of-factly. ‘Which is why, you know? Get him away from me, ‘cause I can’t do him any good, and you can’t do it for me, and I don’t want my family ever to see him, or be able to recognise him on the street. And because this … this rips me up, just sitting watching him sleep, you know? When everything’s good, even, I can’t stand it. It’s too much. I could never relax. I’m scared shitless. I mean, look at him!—’ She waves at him lying like a wrapped doll in Chloe’s arms, a frown whispering on and off his face. ‘He can’t do … anything! He can’t … even … just roll out of the way. It’s just—he needs a family, a nice couple who can make things nice for him, you know? I just want it to be met,’ she finishes in a whisper.

‘You want him to have illusions,’ says Chloe.

‘I want him to have a golden childhood,’ says Janey, leaning to his level and examining his sleeping face. ‘And, God, you know, an end to this—’ The leaning and looking have brought milk out onto her already blotched T-shirt. She reaches for a folded nappy and presses it to her breast. ‘I can’t think straight, and there’s always mess, and half the time I don’t know what time of day or night it is. I tell you, I thought I was a bit mixed up before, but now I don’t know anything, anything, for sure.’

Terry and Maxine visit, and can’t be faulted, they’re so kind and joyful and considerate of Janey’s feelings. Chloe wonders if she’s imagining a slight protective clench in her family and Janey, even in Isaac when he’s introduced to Eddie’s adoptive parents; certainly she herself feels it, feels for Janey, inwardly wails for Janey in apprehension of her sacrifice. Such a confusion of caring and fear exists inside her these days she can barely think straight at home; at school the tasks are portioned out and the goals clear, but the minute she steps out of the school gate her brain begins to scramble, her organised frame of mind to fracture and float to pieces.
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Chloe sees Nathan up at the shops. It’s one of those early spring days when it first becomes possible to imagine summer. The air has lightened; she’s not too hot in her coat but she wouldn’t be cold without it.

Nathan sees her at the same instant, and backs around the street corner ahead of her. She feels the change in herself as clearly as if she were one of those Transformer toys Pete used to be stuck on; suddenly instead of a person she’s a heat-seeking missile, after a particular kind of heat.

She goes to the corner. A little way along the sunlit wall, Nathan hulks, smoking. All his power is drawn up into his shoulders pretending she’s not there; he looks top-heavy, off balance. Chloe teems with dammed-up accusations, with the urge to pick up stones, half-bricks, and throw them at his head. This she must not do—but she must not walk away, either. She’s fated to say or do something.

He glances at her; she recognises his furtive dislike. He knows, too, that fate or God or whatever is driving her forward, just one step. He tries to fold in on himself further, to fold his bulk utterly away into nothing.

Into the pocket of silence by the wall, Chloe says, ‘I was sorry to hear about your sister,’ very clearly, very calmly.

From looking sideways at her he wrenches his head away, like an acknowledgment, like a … Chloe doesn’t know what he means by it.

‘But she was better off dying,’ she says, ‘than coming back to you.’

She’s never seen someone actually blanch before. One moment his face is just pallid; the next it is startlingly colourless, the lips gone. Janey had her father’s eyes, wide, blue and sometimes frightening. Nathan has inherited their mother’s, enfolded in flesh, dark and indeterminate. These eyes check over both Chloe’s shoulders, then return uneasily to her face.

‘I know what you did to her. I’ve always known—’ she hears her voice rushing and takes a breath ‘—exactly what you, and your dad, were doing to Janey’ Nathan throws away his cigarette and stands up straighter, the back of his head against the wall, his eyes looking away down the street. ‘Why didn’t I tell someone? Why didn’t I get you both put away?’ The heat-seeking missile begins to turn around and guide itself back to its source. Chloe watches, aghast. I’m no better than either of you. I’m no better than your mother, standing aside and pretending nothing’s happening. Nathan’s looking at her as if she’s holding a syringe of poison against his jugular. With friends, and relatives, like us, Janey really didn’t need enemies, did she, Nath? He looks at the gutter near his feet. She feels a sudden urge to slap that whitened cheek, to see her hand-print on it. She steps back. ‘Well, I guess she’s gone somewhere where you won’t find her. Where none of us will. I guess that’s something—none of us can do her any more damage.’

She gets back into the crowd somehow—she doesn’t remember walking away. She’s forgotten where she was going, even in which direction. She’s lost her grasp of who she ever was besides a cell of sick-heartedness being swept along the street.
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The last Saturday, Janey can barely speak. She and Chloe go walking with Eddie along narrow, root-warped paths bloodied with bottlebrush fur before the day gets too hot. When they get back they go up to the bedroom and cry on and off, holding Eddie and looking at him for the hour and a half before Terry and Maxine arrive. Chloe doesn’t think anything could be harder than placing that baby in his new parents’ arms, even if Maxine is crying, too, and hugging Janey, and reminding her about the photographs and the progress reports. Or anything bleaker—she feels it herself—than all that free time, all that tidiness, that absence of squalls and screams, that absence of almost-imperceptible breath, of bunny-rug-wrapped limbs, of tiny heart—Chloe’s dreamed of that heart, in a transparent chest like a Catholic Christ’s, and lit from within. She sits with Janey, she walks with Janey. That night, she sleeps in her old room with Janey and they bear the wakeful emptinesses of the night together, and bear the morning, the cleared room, the immensely long Sunday.
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Carl is teaching her to develop black-and-white prints in the darkroom at his studio. Checking over the first contact sheet with a magnifying glass, he says, ‘I like these. I think this is a good project.’

Chloe is taken aback, as if he’s accused her of profiting from Janey’s death. ‘I never thought of it as a project. More like a whole pile of …’

‘Chores?’

‘Just … necessities. Things that have to be done, and no one else is going to do them.’
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Janey up at the park, spinning. ‘Oh God, this is so good! Give me back my life!’

Chloe feels momentary alarm, thinking she must have sent the baby flying, or left him somewhere; then she remembers Terry and Maxine driving away, and feels a rush of relief ‘And your body—look at you!’

Janey twirls in loose clothes, her black hair like spinning strips in an auto car-wash. The two of them are limber like lambs or kittens, moving without aim across the grass, pramless, baby-free.

They go up to the churchyard. It feels like an old haunt, as if they are coming back after years, lifetimes away. They lie on the sandstone grave-slabs, watching the camphor-laurel leaves against the sky and not speaking.

‘It could be all right, you know?’ Janey says eventually.

Chloe props herself on an elbow. ‘It could be. It won’t ever be exactly the same as it was, will it? As before you got pregnant, I mean.’

‘I wonder if they’d let a seventeen-year-old get her tubes tied.’

‘Tell ‘em your history.’ They laugh darkly. ‘They’ll be queuing up to do you.’

‘Your mum would say not to.’

Chloe thinks about it. ‘Probably.’

‘She’d say, “You never know—your hormones might settle of their own accord.’”

‘And you never do know.’

‘But babies, as a way of life? And with some man? Some father poking his nose in?’

‘Caring, you mean?’ Chloe laughs.

Janey shudders. ‘Well, I can’t see it. Not for me,’ she adds with great bravura.

‘Wait and see,’ says Chloe.

‘My, we’re adult today.’

‘Well, somebody’s got to be, you talking about having yourself chopped up.’

‘Ha. Compared to what a baby does … Let’s get out of here—I’m beginning to feel like a smoke myself. Although, I suppose I can now, now that I’ve only got myself to think about.’
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It becomes not possible to stay all day in the house with the paraphernalia of the Janey-record, in the room that stinks of old dreams and in which Chloe’s own thoughts speak so clearly, that sometimes she checks behind her for the speakers.

For distraction she goes to the station, and takes trains to unfamiliar places, and walks. She chooses places where other people walk, the quay, the bridge, the beach promenade. She becomes a tourist in her own town.

One day she takes the train up to the mountains, and walks through a town in drizzle, and leans out over a valley where mist eases itself among the rocks and catches in tree-tops below. She leans there and waits, and for once tears don’t come; instead, the air flows seamlessly around her, full of the smells of soil and leaf rot and green-blue eucalypts; it’s like a wind of protozoa, like massed air-krill nourishing her against her will. Currawong calls shave curls off the silence, tour buses huff and hiss and glide over it. Fragments of conversation in many languages—about meals, about camera angles, about hotels, about the landforms and cloud-forms hulking and moving in front of her—fall about her like leaves, sweetly banal.

She comes home on the train sleepy with pie-warmth, coffee-warmth, heated-train-warmth, sealed in with fellow tourists and visitors and smacked, crying children with their futures intact and ahead of them, hardly nibbled at the first edge. She walks home in the night and finds the house lit for her, the place ready in the stepped family where she fits. She looks at her room and knows that it can’t stay much longer as it is, that the work is coming to an end, and then she cries, for the emptiness at the end of the work, for her own not knowing what lies there.
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‘You should stay here,’ says Chloe earnestly.

‘You should concentrate on your HSC,’ says Janey severely. ‘One of us should have something to show for this year.’

Chloe is silent, shocked that she would say that.

‘Besides,’ says Janey, haphazardly folding things and stuffing them in her pack, ‘it seems so empty here. It’s all so fresh, you know? I really … I can’t hack it.’

‘I can’t bear that you go back to that awful … house, and sleep in that … room, with … no one on your side!’ Chloe starts to cry.

‘But you’re all too nice, and you make it so hard!’ Janey crosses the room and hugs her savagely. ‘I need some people around who don’t care. Know what I mean? So I can remember how not to. So I can forget a bit.’

Chloe looks up at Janey’s wobbling chin. Janey turns away quickly and resumes stuffing.

‘I guess …’ says Chloe. ‘But I will “see a lot of you”, won’t I?’ She quotes a teacher who once warned her off Janey’s company.

‘Everything there is to see, babe,’ says Janey unsteadily—her standard reply.

Later Joy finds Chloe alone in her room, sobbing hard. ‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Hey. Hey, hey.’ She sits down and puts her hands on her back. ‘What is it?’ she says when she can be heard. ‘What am I consoling you for, lamb-girl?’ Chloe can hear her looking around the room, seeing all Janey’s things gone.

‘Everything! Just … all of it!’

‘The whole lot, hey? The two weeks that changed the world.’

‘They did,’ sobs Chloe helplessly. ‘They did.’
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Downstairs, what Joy calls ‘the usual crowd’ talks and laughs. She can hear Carl’s murmuring, Maurice’s deep chortles and Jube’s sudden hoots of laughter. Chloe remembers how subdued they were, the first Sunday after Janey died; now they’ve all recovered, clearly, judging by the amount of noise they’re making. She’s helping by keeping out of the way, by not reminding them with her scrawny frame, her silence. She’s slept most of the day; weekends are the hardest to bear, when everyone else in the world has a social life—or are weekdays, when everyone’s got a job to go to? She can’t decide … well, weekends are just bad in a different way. It’s late in the evening and she isn’t tired any more; she was up most of last night prowling, labelling and sorting, writing. She’s caught halfway between sleeping and waking, sitting on the end of her bed unable to move, unable to see much point in moving.

She hears a chorus of goodnights from below and someone comes upstairs and along the hall. She assumes it’s Nick, and when he knocks she says ‘Yep’. But it’s Isaac, ready to leave in his black coat and tartan scarf.

She stares at him as if he’s slipped through time or from another planet to stand there. Her room suddenly seems disgusting, piled up with clutter, and unclean—it isn’t meant to be seen by other people at the moment. She isn’t meant to be seen.

Too late. Isaac comes in and squats near her chair. Chloe tenses, afraid she smells of bed, of sleep. He takes off his glasses and rubs the bridge of his nose, closing his suddenly enlarged dark eyes. He seems like a neat paper sculpture scalpelled moments before, all clean edges. He’s so present, his bumpy face, his black-coated shoulders. It’s just like when he came back from overseas. All this time he’s been going on, continuing. How surprising.

His unglassed eyes look up at her. ‘How’s it going?’

She nods. She needn’t say anything, like an invalid whose condition is always the same.

He begins to speak, slowly and with long pauses. He seems to realise that the words will have to swim about a bit before they settle into meaning.

‘I’m going to the coast next week. Nick’s coming too—there’s a house I want to show him. It’s kind of a work thing, leaving Monday, coming back Wednesday. The owner’s a friend of my mother’s. He said to bring whoever I wanted.’

She sits very still, examining his face—not the eyes, which are too full of sight and understanding, but the stubble beginning to shade the chin, and the scrim of black steel-wool hair, and the big white bony hands dangling the glasses, which are like another pair of eyes, assessing the state of the carpet.

Her eyes begin to haze over and she realises she isn’t breathing. When they clear she nods, and meets his eyes. ‘Sounds nice.’ Her voice is husky with lack of use. ‘By the sea, did you say it was?’

‘On a cliff overlooking a little beach. There’s no one else around. You’ll like it.’

I probably will, she thinks. This is possible, now. ‘Okay,’ she says. I can always say no, later on, if it seems like too much, too hard. I mean, facing strangers … She nods tentatively.

Isaac watches her closely, as if he has another, more vital question to ask and is fighting himself whether to ask it. She waits for it, almost leans a little towards him expecting it.

She hasn’t realised how cold she is. He puts his hand against one side of her face, and kisses the other side. Then he seems to vaporise, to be gone without going, to disappear into his own warm hand-print and face-print, into the small sound the kiss made. And Chloe sits surprised, wide awake, not quite knowing what to do, how to feel.
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The caryard seems very … quiet. Out of breath from crawling through the wrecks, Chloe stands up and looks around, her hands on her camera case. The sunlight is still winter-weak, but the air is warm and sheltered.

Janey’s stack rises ahead of her like a post-nuclear-holocaust altar, black and rusty, seamed with cheap colours. A small twist of crushed metal opens like a flower at her feet; it’s small enough to pick up and put in her pocket. She goes slowly across the roofs, each step carefully planted. She keeps moving, so that she’s climbing before she can stop and lose courage. She climbs right to the top without stopping.

She sits in the sun, in the balmy breeze off the invisible sea. In the direction of the sea arcs the motorway, with traffic beetling along it, only the shiny beetle-backs visible above the barriers. All around her at a distance, traffic makes the noise that’s always here, ignored, like tinnitus. And the dead traffic spreads around her black and uneven, a city in itself, blocking out all of the outer city but the motorway and two church spires.

It’s all different. This is why she has come in daylight, so that it will be different, so that there’ll be no shadows, no mysteries, no dark feelings, so that the memories will be bleached out or at least overlaid with light. Parts of the stack are white with fingerprinting dust. She has the sense of everything being gone, professionals having swept the site, tweezers and snap-lock bags at the ready; whatever was there is now neutralised; it’s no longer the scene of a crime but a place of legend, where only those who know feel its power.

At last she allows herself to look down at the boot where Janey lay. The blood is still visible, baked flat into the metal, open to sun and wind. You wouldn’t mistake it for anything else but blood. Chloe’s hands automatically undo the camera case. This is something she didn’t want to do, but she knows she must. This dry weather won’t last forever; the mark will disappear, washed and worn deep into the field of cars. Someone besides the police has to record that it was here, before it goes. For Eddie? Chloe isn’t so sure any more.
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‘You okay back there?’ Nick turns around to check.

‘Yep, fine,’ says Chloe.

‘Thought you’d gone to sleep.’

‘I would’ve, if I’d been listening to you two talk.’ She’s quite proud of herself for managing a joke. ‘But I wouldn’t want to waste the view.’

There is almost too much view. They are driving right down the edge of the land, through bush, through little lemming-villages, around cliffs. The sky and sea are huge and blue and clean, and everything speaks of morning—the damp road edges, the dewy roadside weeds, the shop owners putting out signs, children running to school.

After a petrol stop they swap around seats, Nick driving, Chloe in the front passenger seat. After a few miles, Chloe says, ‘Well, this seating arrangement sure killed the conversation.’

‘Thank God,’ says Isaac, from behind. ‘Nick banging on about uni. Thought I was getting away from the place.’

‘You’re just squitting yourself I’ll go off the road,’ cackles Nick.

‘That’s it. Too scared to utter a word.’

‘I can hear your fingernails in the upholstery.’

They stop halfway for a snack and a walk on a beach in the cold, on the coaldust-streaked sand. Chloe stands at the water’s edge facing the wind off the sea. It’s as if she’s been pulled loose from something, and the tendrils that had grown to it are now waving free, searching the air, curling around nothing.

When they get back to the car Isaac climbs into the passenger seat and Nick opens the door to the back. Chloe stops in her tracks.

Isaac’s window glides down and he holds out the car keys. ‘You are joking,’ says Chloe.

Nick takes a pair of magnetic L-plates out and slaps them on the bonnet and boot. ‘It’s your turn.’

‘Oh, no-oo-oo! I just wanna sit!’

‘You’ve done enough sitting.’ Nick gets in and shuts the back door.

‘It’s okay,’ says Isaac. ‘I’ll be here to grab the wheel if you look like wrecking my precious vehicle.’

Moaning with embarrassment Chloe drags herself around to the driver’s side.

‘It’s all automatic,’ coaxes Isaac as she fastens her belt. ‘You just put it in Drive and go.’ She gives him a withering look.

‘Yeah, the hard bit is remembering you are actually driving,’ says Nick.

‘The hard bit is getting out of this town without having a major panic attack,’ mutters Chloe, starting the engine.

‘You’ll be fine. Just take it as slowly as you want,’ says Isaac. ‘Don’t let anyone behind you bother you.’

‘Yeah, leave the finger-signs to me,’ says Nick with relish.

Once she’s crept out of town back onto the highway, she drives on silently, with great concentration, super-aware of the overtaking traffic. She drives them the rest of the way. As they jounce carefully down the bush track to the house, her heart and her head lighten with the realisation of what she’s done—taken her turn, been of some use, not just a guest, a little sister or a convalescent along for the ride. She switches off the engine, her hands trembling with adrenalin.

Isaac is already out of the car, greeting his mother’s friend, Gavin. Nick reaches from the back and shakes her shoulder roughly. ‘You done good,’ he says.
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On their second day at Gavin’s house, Chloe walks alone down to the beach. There is very little her eyes need screen out—no bag ladies or drunks, no rust-bucket cars or derelict, boarded-up buildings. The sand is washed clean. Hard, dried-black seaweed and other sea-litter are caught in the lowest dune grass. Here is that live air again, like the air in the mountains, only salty; out there is a whole other world of whales and water-breathers, submarine forests and mountain ranges, tides instead of winds, phosphorescent fish instead of stars. This, what she can see, is just the grey lid of it, rippling under the grey sky.

If she stays on the beach long enough she thinks of nothing. The wind and water rinse out her head. And she feels nothing. She can re-enter her life clean. She can start again. This is why people go to the seaside on holidays—to clear away all the grime and disillusion and sadness and frustration, to be salt-clean and cold, able to face their jobs again without boredom or their partners or families without annoyance.

Chloe crosses to the rocks, a beautiful mosaic scattered with limpets, anemones, cungevois as soft and dark as blood-blisters. Tinier and tinier creatures and plants show themselves, the closer she looks. She crouches and rests her eyes on the colours, muted without sunlight—mauves and pinks, milky-coffee browns, pale yellows, whites warm and cool. She can’t tell where the water’s surface is, except at the edges where light scrawls a complex rim around slow-moving snails and honeycomb rocks. Every few waves a large one crashes into the rock-edge, flinging up spray that falls back like firework sparks, pattering.

This is her last look at the beach. Up in the house—an intelligent shoebox of a house in which everyone tends to look beautifully arranged—Gavin is scanning parts of the architect’s plans for Nick and Isaac to take with them.

Chloe doesn’t want to leave. For two nights she’s slept in an elegant black-walled cell overlooking the sea, with nothing in it but a bed, a bookcase and a knobbly grey woollen rug—no clutter, no memories. It has been as if a silence fell, inside her head. If the relief had continued, if she could have shut out the clamour of Janey’s things, of the jobs Janey has left her, just a short while longer, maybe something else would have stirred and begun to move out into the vacated space, something inside her that has been waiting all curled up and contained—but growing a little impatient.

Last night she lay awake imagining Janey on a sleeping mat on the floor next to her. It was so easy, she gave herself a shock when she turned over and there was nothing but moonlight and rug. She sat on the end of the bed, from where she could see the night-time sea, wave after wave foaming over the rocks like buckets of sudsy water cast across a pavement. Day and night it went on, whether or not there was moon to watch it by, whether or not she was there to watch it, or Janey. Was that reassuring, or terrifying? She decided to plump for reassuring, because there was nothing she could do about terror, and she crawled back into bed and let the sea sounds reassure her to sleep.

Towards morning she dreamed walking across the park and into the churchyard. She found Janey lying on a slab, smoking a cigarette. Janey turned and smiled satirically, crushed the cigarette out against the stone.

‘So … you finished grieving?’ Janey scornfully blew a plume of smoke into the air. Chloe followed it with her eyes and woke up in the sky, in a sense of pausing, Janey’s question in her head. Janey’s voice had been so clearly Janey’s; her face had been her own, too, not distorted or dead or Janey-disguised-as-anyone.

Chloe tests herself, thinking about the impossibility of turning around and seeing Janey picking her way on solid white feet across the rocks, wincing, about never seeing her on another beach again, about never sitting beside her waiting for a thought to arrive that’s worth repeating. It still hurts; it still makes her shake herself and take a deep breath to ease the weight from her heart. But once that’s done the weight is eased, a little, and still, before her, there is the pool, full of fans and shells, bone-stones, snail-tracks, lost white claws, tiny dun fish; and still, beyond that, the waves peak and crash, and the moon-dragged rug of the ocean is beyond that again—she is tiny herself before it all, a humble fleck of sea-debris. High above and behind her there is still Gavin’s house, with its maybe-beautiful, functional, plain planes. She turns to look at it.

Isaac is at the living-room window. She’s about to wave, but something in the fixed way he leans and looks down prevents her, and makes her stand up instead. She sees the flash of her mother’s eyebrows and hears her voice: Didn’t I tell you?

Then Gavin comes up beside Isaac, handing him a mug of coffee; whatever it was disappears from Isaac’s stance and they become two men conversing, a long way away. Chloe steps off the rocks onto the hard-packed, sloping sand, as if that were all she had intended by standing. She must have seen wrong; she may have just made an idiot of herself, gazing up at him like Romeo at Juliet. Look at him now—just a quick glance. This is Isaac, Nick’s friend. It’s not possible, what she thought she saw—she’s known him so long, he’s seen her so many times at her worst, she’s been outright rude to him, not even greeted him sometimes, swarmed past him, joked at his expense endlessly, the way all her family does. And Rachel … girls like Rachel are available to him, while Chloe’s been stomping around scowling in Blundstones and fairy dresses and dirt for years … well, it’s not possible, is it?

She makes a neat set of boot-prints along the bubble-line of the retreated sea, to the far rocks. She stands, invisible to anyone, and stares for a while at the horizon. The wind whistles in her sleepers; the sea falls forward and slides back.
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‘And I see things, is another thing,’ says Janey, blowing smoke up into the camphor laurels in the graveyard.

‘Huh?’ says Chloe lazily. There are times when she doesn’t actually listen very carefully to everything Janey says.

‘When I’m having sex. When I’m not thinking.’

‘What do you mean, “see”? And “things”—what things?’

‘Like, pictures—like, almost like psychedelic things, sometimes. Odd pictures. Things I haven’t thought about for years, and then sometimes things I never would think about, in my normal life. Do you get that?’ She peers at Chloe. Chloe shakes her head.

‘It’s just… I don’t know how to explain it. These pictures pop into my head, that’s all. But that makes it sound ordinary, when in fact they’re really …’

‘Visions,’ Chloe supplies, closing her eyes against the busy wiggling of the leaves.

‘They are visions! Little ones, not your full-on, you know, wow-man, Joan of Arcs or anything, just …’

‘You make it sound like a brand name, like Doc Martens—Joan of Arcs. What would a Joan of Arc be? Some kind of rainwear?’

‘Some kind of tool, some … implement. I know, one of those little plastic swords you stick through the onion in a cocktail, or the pineapple chunk or whatever.’

‘No, that’s too trivial.’ They have this sort of conversation a lot. ‘I’d say a special sword-shaped skewer that you use to cook kebabs over a barbecue. You have a whole row of them, you know, with little sword handles. Joan of Arcs. So you give someone a set of Joan of Arcs for a wedding present. Fits in with her burning at the stake, get it?’

‘Oh, stake/steak, right?’

Chloe picks up a fragment of sandstone and throws it at her. ‘So tell me one of these visions.’

‘Ooh. Well. That picture I did in Art, of the horses’ heads being washed up—that was one.’

‘Yeah? In the middle of sex? Not exactly a turn-on, I would’ve thought.’

‘No, well, they don’t have anything to do with the sex. They’re just happening there, when it’s going on. I had this weird one a couple of weeks ago—a guy strapping his kids into the car, in those little safety seats they have, you know? With the little kind of head-guards? Only the babies are just, kind of, meat. They’re just these, like, meat trays or … meat sculptures. They hold together, and he acts like they’re his kids, but they’re not even kid-shaped. Gross, huh?’ she says, catching Chloe’s bemused expression.

‘Pretty strange,’ Chloe says.

‘They’re like dreams—if I make a note of them I can remember. Otherwise they just go. They just blow away afterwards.’

‘And you want to remember stuff like that?’

‘Well, look at the horses: A-plus. I can use this stuff. I can use it!’

Sometimes Janey isn’t entirely serious with Chloe.
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Back home in the city, Chloe has tidied her room. It’s odd to walk in and find it so spare-looking; it gives her a not-quite-painful feeling, as if she’s cut her fingernails too short.

There is nothing on the walls now except Janey’s horse-heads painting, and opposite it on the noticeboard the last Cibachrome Chloe made over at Carl’s. The metal twist, which is more like a kelp stalk torn from its rock than a flower, lies beside a circle of metal patterned with rust like lace, and a line of beer-bottle shards collected from the car-yard. They look like archaeological finds lined up like that, in pin-sharp focus against the backing paper, which is a light, marbled purple. The light from Chloe’s window was strong that day, and the amber light through the glass bits flares off across the paper like flames.

It only makes a kind of sense, as a record of Janey. It’s a record of her death, Chloe supposes, because the objects come from that place, but it’s like looking not at it but past it, just catching it with her peripheral vision. Then again, the things seem to speak the feelings Janey’s death make; Eddie might get a clearer idea of what a loss she was, looking at this picture, than from all the other things in the Janey-chest. No, she thinks, going through them in her mind, they all combine, they all say some little different thing about what she was, what she meant—that’s why Chloe’s collected them so obsessively, tracked down every possible item. All the fragments play off each other, and somewhere between them, among them, is where the fully-faceted Janey exists.

She hadn’t intended to go back to the caryard, but looking at the print she thinks there are probably lots of things there—ugly, half-coloured, discarded, rotting things—that would produce the same feeling to look at, collected and placed and lit right, the same—it’s almost excitement, her attention racked up to a certain pitch … She doesn’t know what it is; it’s a feeling that goes down so deep, but vibrates in such a finely tuned way that she can never be quite certain it even happens.
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Slumped in front of the Hunters’ TV, Janey, Pete and Chloe watch a documentary about a little Chinese girl, born armless, battling to learn to use prosthetic arms. The arms discarded, the girl sits with an interviewer and shrugs, and her words come up as subtitles: ‘The person without the arms is me.’

‘The person without the arms is me,’ Janey reads aloud, and sits forward all attention.

Pete, who is thirteen, says, Janey, the person with all the extra arms is you. Get it right.’

Janey stares at him, then at Chloe, then back at Pete. Chloe hears almost a purr in her voice. ‘Aren’t you gorgeous! What a lovely thing to say!’

Pete watches the TV, blushing.

‘You want to be careful,’ says Janey with a dozy smile. ‘Saying things like that. Someone might kiss you.’

Pete gags mildly and they laugh at each other.
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Chloe stands in the entrance hall of Carl’s studio, hunting through her keys so she can deadlock the door. Slides and prints are packed into her backsack; after a day in the darkroom, tiredness sits behind her eyes like a fog. The keys jingle in the silent spaces of hall and warehouse behind her. This is what her life is, without Janey, this lone negotiation with the world, these decisions, about what to do next, day to day, hour to hour, about keeping on with the recording and the photo-making and budgeting for paper and chemicals and slide-processing out of her dole money. They feel like the first decisions of her life, the first made under her own steam, straight out of her own unique knowledge, and they surprise her. She always thought she would do something daring and exhilarating, like flying off overseas or running away with a man, as her first independent act; now she finds herself serious like a worker, organised like an executive, teeing up darkroom times, equipping herself, noting down jobs and ideas, all within the same life as she had before, the same family and friends. There is more room among them, there are more possibilities, than she would ever have thought.

She opens the door, deadlocks it, goes out and pulls it closed behind her. ‘Well, hullo,’ someone says from the footpath as she tests the handle.

It’s Isaac. ‘You’re heading home?’ he says as she comes down the steps, stowing the keys in her pocket.

‘Yep. You, too? Our home, I mean.’

He nods and they fall into step.

Chloe relaxes into the odd, rare feeling of knowing her own mind. ‘You look more in place here,’ she remarks. ‘In the city, I mean. Down at Gavin’s you looked like you’d wandered off a CD cover or something.’

‘I have to say, it’s not my natural environment, the beach. I like the house, but I don’t know if I could live there.’

‘You might … unbend a bit if you spent more time there.’

Isaac looks taken aback. ‘Reckon I need to unbend, do you?’ That’s Nick’s phrasing.

‘Sometimes you just seem a bit … remote, that’s all. A bit self-contained. Or as if your mind was on … I don’t know, maybe higher things.’

‘Which it shouldn’t be?’ says Isaac softly.

‘I’m not saying it’s wrong. It just makes you a bit hard to approach, that’s all.’

They turn into Chloe’s street, which is narrowed by cars parked half on the road, half on the footpath. Isaac walks slightly behind her. ‘Hard to approach,’ she hears him mutter.

‘Oh, your car’s here. Did you come here first?’ She eyes its shiny curves as they turn in at the gate, trying to fit two thoughts together. ‘I just assumed—’ she gets out her keys again ‘—you came from the train station.’

‘Chloe,’ he says. ‘Can we … can we not go inside for a minute?’

He’s on the step below her, their eyes level. He lowers his first. ‘Is there a chance I could get to see you some time, without anyone else around?’ He looks up rather helplessly. People move about and talk inside the house, sounding clumsy, mumbling and bumping.

‘You could come up to my room. If you wanted.’

His gaze lifts from her mouth to her eyes, ‘’s, please.’

She lets them in. As they climb the stairs, Nick’s swearing and the clacking of his computer keys greet them.

‘Yo, Zack,’ he cries as they pass. ‘Give us a hand with—’

‘Be with you in a minute,’ says Isaac.

Chloe pushes the door almost closed behind them and puts her pack on the desk. When she turns back, Isaac is right there; they hug in silence, tighter and closer. Chloe feels something like a huge relief, the easing of an enormous tension. She feels like laughing; she holds on and on.

Isaac’s face fills her field of vision. He pushes a wisp of hair aside from her mouth and kisses it. In her hair, she feels his fingers, not entirely steady.

‘Down at the beach,’ he says softly, their noses touching, ‘it was like living with you for a little while. When I got home I really missed you.’

‘I saw you from down on the rocks that time,’ says Chloe.

Isaac laughs through his nose. ‘Longing for you.’

‘It looked like that. I wasn’t sure.’

‘It was.’

Footsteps halt outside the door. ‘Youse two aren’t having a push in there, are you?’ says Nick.

‘Yeah—bugger off,’ says Isaac with the same conscious rudeness. Chloe pushes her face into his scarf.

‘Jesus bloody Christ, you sure pick your bloody times.’ Nick goes off grumbling.

‘Like, this’s always happening,’ mutters Chloe.

‘Yeah. As if.’ Isaac takes off his coat and scarf, sits on the end of Chloe’s bed and pulls her close. Waiting for Nick’s interruption to fade, she runs her hand experimentally over the nap of his hair. His head warmth streams out between her fingers in beams, like light. ‘Well, longing looks aren’t exactly the strongest cues around.’

‘I did kiss you, once.’

‘Yes, but I thought you were just feeling sorry for me. I didn’t think it was a romantic kiss, I just thought you were being kind.’

Isaac sits back, grips her hands. ‘Who do you think you are?’ he mutters fiercely. ‘Some kind of ordinary person, to be kind to, to feel sorry for?’

‘Well, yes!’ She gives a puzzled laugh.

He pulls her to her knees and stares into her face with such intensity that she draws back a little. ‘How—I mean, I have seen, of all people, how strong you are. And loyal, and loving? I was there, remember—’

‘Yeah, I was so strong you had to hold me up. I remember.’

He takes his glasses off, pushes her coat off her shoulders. ‘Take your coat off. Relax. Make yourself at home. Unbend,’ he adds as she hauls at her coat. ‘Don’t be so remote, and self-contained.’

‘Well, you always have been,’ she says. ‘I’m not going to take it back, or apologise.’

‘I know I have.’ He puts his hands on her shoulders. ‘I’ve also always been either a bit or a lot in love with you.’

Chloe blinks. ‘Always? I mean, I thought maybe recently, but … ?’ He nods. Tension is dissipating out of him, too, falling off him in chunks and sheets. She can almost see its flashes, hear it splitting away. ‘You’ve disguised it pretty well,’ she says.

He rolls his eyes. ‘You’re officially the last to know.’

Chloe takes his great jaw in her hands, to feel what it’s like to be allowed to. Her eyes rove all over the landscape of his face. ‘Have I been cruel to you?’ she says softly.

‘Not ever knowingly, I don’t think.’

‘But I have hurt you?’ He looks at her without answering, with a touch of his old expressionlessness. ‘Well, I’m sorry, then.’

‘That’s okay,’ he says quickly, lightly. They both smile. They both laugh.
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Chloe sits in the crematorium garden and tries to feel something. A needling wind sneaks over the wall, ruffles the jonquils and makes their leaves squeak together. They have a scent, but it’s not sweet; it’s right at the threshold of not being pleasant at all. Chloe sniffs and sniffs compulsively, trying to print it on her memory.

Credit-card-sized plaques line the walls, but Chloe doesn’t read any; the one she’d be looking for isn’t there. Those plaqued ones were the moneyed ones, the cherished ones, the ones from nice families that knew they were families. Chloe engraves one in her imagination, with Janey’s name and dates and, perhaps, ‘Je monte’, or ‘She was so unusual.

She ought to feel something. Dug into the soil from which the jonquils spring is the body she hasn’t seen since the night at the caryard, when it lay so still, speaking by the marks on it, describing bruise by bruise, smudge by stain, the violences done on it. Now the same matter, but with its words erased, is here, in actual fact, present all around her—or maybe dug only into a single bed, and how is she to know which one?, and it would be ridiculous to try and find out.

She should have brought someone, maybe Joy. ‘Well, of course you don’t feel anything,’ Joy might have said. ‘Does any of this bear any resemblance to the Janey you know?’

And Chloe would answer, ‘If I come again, I’ll bring a cigarette, and smoke it here. That would make it more Janey-like.’

And Joy would grimace and say, ‘A bit tasteless, maybe.’ Of course it’d be tasteless. Chloe smiles.

But sitting alone here, she doesn’t feel any urge to speak aloud, to whatever is left of Janey here, whatever hasn’t blown away in the smoke. What’s left that isn’t jonquils, it seems to Chloe, is scattered through Chloe’s life, and Chloe’s family’s, as comprehensively as a Kleenex through a load of washing. It’s just there, in their bones and brains and speech patterns, built into their senses of humour and each of their separate histories.

She’ll write a last letter to Eddie. When you’ve read and looked at all this, she’ll write, come and see me, wherever I am and with whom, and I’ll make however much time you need, and we’ll talk. Even if he can’t see the traces in her, he’ll have questions of his own, which will prompt memories she hasn’t thought to record, just as important as the ones she has.

She takes some photographs, black and white, of massed jonquil blooms, a hunched crowd of them fluttering with morning light; of two flowers in the shade with the sunlit plaques marching away behind them; of leaf-spikes and flowers rippling into focus and out again.

She stands up, focuses on her own feet, the scuffed Blundstones, the short new grass, the brick edging of the lawn, the tumbled, ash-flecked earth of the flower bed. She focuses, but she doesn’t release the shutter. Instead she clicks the case closed, shoves her cold hands into her pockets, and walks out on her own into the open.

OPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/box.jpg





OPS/images/9781864488234.jpg
MARGO LANAGAN

—






OPS/images/pub.jpg
g;\ ark fiction

'ALLEN & UNWIN





