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Chapter One

King’s father is dying, and we have been summoned to his deathbed. We’re driving across the sliver of land that is the artery to the Tasman Peninsula, dark water glittering on one side, and the road begins to wind. My stomach clenches. Bile scorches the back of my throat.

‘Okay?’ says King, squeezing my knee.

‘How’s it possible to still be sick at seven months?’ I say.

King wiggles his fingers through a gap between the strained buttonholes on my coat, rests them on our baby. ‘Want me to pull over?’

‘Nope.’ If I’m careful not to move and keep my eyes fixed ahead, we should get there safely. My bag is crammed with sick bags, tissues and ginger-flavoured lollies that are supposed to help. They don’t. The early morning flight from Melbourne was easy compared to this. I glare at the landscape. Leggy gumtrees. Tea-tree scrub. Tidal flats.

‘Nearly there,’ says King.

‘Are you worried?’

He shakes his head, but his right hand grips the steering wheel. The scar on the back of his hand is a tight, white S-shape, a ghost of the knotty thing it usually is.

The peninsula in winter is an overcast, dark, frozen place. There is beauty everywhere in Tasmania, sweeping golden bays, craggy rocks and caves, lush forest. But evidently not here. I’m relieved this is a quick visit. We’re driving back to Hobart tonight and flying home in the morning.

We have turned down a dirt road – dun-coloured, swampy saltmarsh in the distance. We pass a few shacks, all rusty corrugated iron and gardens gone wild. I have not seen a person since we left Hobart.

We pull up outside the house where King grew up. It’s bigger than I expected, with a veranda that runs around three sides, and a second storey. It may have once been imposing, but some of the upstairs windows are broken and criss-crossed with tape. The wooden window frames and front door have been scoured grey by the salty air.

There are ruins of several other buildings near the house. A large sandstone block with no roof or windows has crumbled in on itself, but a few stone sections stand proud, circled by a choking vine. In another setting the ruins might be romantic, but this place was a convict outstation.

King said they sent convicts here when Port Arthur was full. There are several of these places on the peninsula. I can imagine the men – chained, hooded, broken. What was it like for King and his twin sister, Ruth, growing up in the shadow of this history? There is a solid-looking block that could be solitary cells.

King stares straight ahead. He makes no attempt to get out of the car. The front yard has a bed full of weeds. The tallest have translucent stalks that glisten with slime. Their fluffy, yellow flowers puff seeds into the breeze. There is a gravel path leading to the front door, studded with tufts of grass that have been trodden flat. Someone has been coming here.

I wonder how long his father has lived like this. I want to ask King, but his mouth is set hard. Finally, he unclicks his seatbelt and opens the door. I ease myself out of the car. The baby squirms in protest, as if I’ve woken her up. Wind snarls around my ankles. Most of the trees grow in a backwards curve, pointlessly trying to escape it.

I take a few steps around the house, looking at  my surroundings and stretching my legs. The ruins lie to the left of the house but on the other side there is a rusty water tank and another overgrown garden. Wild roses in late, shaggy bloom are tangled up with a noxious purple creeper. There are some woody shrubs, all grown into each other like an impossible puzzle. Past a jagged picket fence that marks off the garden is a field. A couple of sheep with mud-flecked winter coats are keeping the grass short, and in the distance, there is a goat. He seems to have noticed our arrival and stands very still.

Beyond the ruins and the field is a tidal lake, ominous and still. Further out, water that looks deeper. A strip of rocks borders the water, but to reach them would mean crossing a long stretch of boggy mud where a handful of stunted trees poke reluctant heads towards the sky. Everything is brown.

I walk out to the side of the house to see what’s round the back. On its south side, which never sees the sun, is a dense thicket of trees and shrubs. They have climbed all the way up to the second storey. The rooms on this side must be completely without natural light. I imagine those branches prodding the windows, a curtain of green leaves darkening the rooms. Beyond that, stretching as far away as I can see, are trees and scrubby bush.

I come back towards the car. King’s distracted, staring at the house, but his hands are busy. The nail of his right index finger burrows deeply into the reddening cuticle of his thumb. I grasp his free hand and he stops.

‘Did you swim down there as a kid?’ I ask, nodding toward the lake.

He nods. ‘In the black water. It was freezing. We must’ve been mad.’

‘Kids,’ I say.

‘Hope it’s not too awful inside. Doesn’t make you feel sick.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ I say, knowing that it won’t. ‘And we don’t have to stay for long.’

‘Once he says what he needs to say, we’re gone.’

King’s father sent a letter asking him to come. It said that he had something important to tell him. We guessed it must be about his will.

King and Ruth are the only family he has. Ruth is forty-two. She’s never left home. I’ve never been clear about why that is, except that she doesn’t want to. She is very quiet – apparently. This will be the first time I’ve met her. She didn’t come to our wedding last year, although King said he invited her.

We walk slowly along the path, hand in hand. It’s cold, but King’s moist hand slips and slides in mine. There are two worn bluestone steps leading onto the wooden veranda. They have deep grooves in them, and I think about how many people must have come into the house over the years, who they might have been.

‘Okay?’ I say.

He nods. Grimaces.

Beside the front door is a brass plaque that reads, Hammond House. It is written in fancy italic script, but the words have almost vanished under a layer of black grime. King bashes the front door with his fist. It judders in its frame. He’s got his arm around my shoulders, fingers squeezing my upper arm, almost too hard.

We wait but no one comes. Is the sister out? I thought she was expecting us. King twists the front doorknob, and the door swings back and hits the wall with a thud. The smell of rot and rodents rushes out at me. Then we step into the house and are swallowed by the vast, shadowy hall.

‘Dad?’ he calls. Whenever King has mentioned his father, he calls him ‘Old Tom’ – not kindly.

There’s a muffled sound from upstairs that could be a voice.

Steep stairs rise from the centre of the hall. They are bracketed by chunky wooden bannisters that seem too big. There is no landing halfway up, just a dark void at the top where the second floor must begin.

This house seems much bigger now we’re inside. Several doors stand open down both sides of the hall, casting wispy light into the gloom. King suggests I wait in the front room until he sees if Old Tom wants to meet me. I don’t think he knows I exist. He certainly wasn’t invited to our wedding, although I never got a satisfactory answer from King about why. Perhaps the sister didn’t want to come on her own.

‘Where’s Ruth?’ I ask.

‘She’ll be in her room.’

‘Doesn’t she want to see us?’

He shrugs. ‘Maybe not.’

I follow King into the first room that has its door open. It’s darker than I expected inside, and the curtains are drawn. There’s a marble fireplace against one wall but its edges are scarred with cigarette burns the shape and size of inky fingerprints. The ceiling, with its crazy-paving cracks and patches of mint-green paint, looks like a map. On the walls is mustard-coloured embossed wallpaper, heavy and cloying, and in places the plaster is soft with damp. The room smells, impossibly, like wet dog.

The furniture in here is ancient – a velveteen chair with fat, clawed feet and a couch with a pink frill around the bottom, bookcases piled with decaying paperbacks, several china cabinets heaving with knick-knacks, and an art deco drinks trolley that could be worth something if it was cleaned up. There are boxes everywhere spilling papers, bedding, crockery, even car parts. A dead fridge, door lolling open, supports a pile of boxes, the top one brimming with empty glass bottles and jars.

King  gives my arm a squeeze and leaves me in the room. I can hear his footsteps going up the stairs.

I need light, so I weave around the junk and struggle with a curtain that won’t budge because the wooden rings are stiff with dust. Finally, it opens to reveal a lovely bay window. With the sudden flood of daylight, a cloud of insects rise up from the threadbare carpet in a frenzied dance then scurry into distant corners. I can feel the itch of a flea bite on my ankle, and suddenly wish I’d waited in the car instead. But I was curious to see where my husband grew up. Now I can only see why he left.

I clear a space on the couch and perch on the edge of the seat. Dampness seeps up from the cushion through my jeans. The baby writhes and twists, limbs flailing furiously. I stroke my belly and reassure her that everything is okay.

A piece of paper is wedged in the tight space between the cushion and the upholstered side of the couch. I ease it out, unfold it carefully. The handwriting is loopy and old-fashioned, the paper fragile. I hold it up to the light and read.

Dear House,

We are a very bad family and don’t deserve you.

Please help us and keep us safe.

I am so sorry.





Chapter Two

I try to imagine who might have written it, and what it means. Maybe it was the reclusive sister. There is so much I don’t know about King’s family. When we met eighteen months ago, I wanted to know everything about his childhood.

‘I’m about making a future with you, not getting sucked back into the past,’ he’d said.

I’d let it go because there was clearly hurt there, a bruised look in his eyes. But it hadn’t satisfied me then, and it satisfies me even less now.

Time limps. I pull out my phone but there is no signal.

When King finally comes back, it feels like he’s been gone for hours. I’ve never seen the look on his face before, and for a moment I’m confused. Then I realise it’s shock. King is in shock. I stand up so he can take my seat, but he shakes his head. ‘Old Tom wants to meet you.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Fine.’

‘But what’s happened? What did he have to tell you?’

‘Nothing. He’s just really sick. I didn’t realise how bad it was.’

‘But the secret?’

King hesitates for a moment. ‘There isn’t one. He wants to meet you. It’ll only take a minute, and then we’ll go. I think he’s pleased I’m married.’

‘Well, that’s nice.’ It sounds so banal. There is nothing about any of this that is nice. And where is Ruth?

We walk out into the hall. I take King’s hand, but he does not respond to my reassuring squeeze. There are pictures hanging in heavy, dark frames, mostly photographs of unsmiling ancestors that King must have heard of but has never mentioned to me. I feel very far away from him. I climb up the uncarpeted stairs, stopping a couple of times to catch my breath.

We emerge in the middle of another wide hall with rooms leading off either side. The layout seems identical to below. The three doors on the south side are closed, the other three open. Ruth must be behind one of those closed doors.

King’s father ran the place as a guesthouse for a while when King was a boy. That would explain why each of the doors on the north side has a tarnished brass number on it, although the closed doors are not numbered. There is something strange about the doors – they seem too flimsy for the age of the house. Then it’s obvious. The doors and walls are made of plywood, covered with a fake, pine veneer. A cheap renovation has been done at some stage, carving up a large space into rooms to be rented out.

In the distance is a second, dizzying staircase that must lead to an attic or perhaps a maid’s room. There’s a landing, but then the stairs twist sharply to the right so I can’t see where they end. King puts his hand on the small of my back, pressing me towards the open door of Room One.

‘What do I call him?’ I say.

‘Thomas.’

‘Right. Thomas.’ I’m nervous, scared that ‘Old Tom’ will just slip out. The baby still moves furiously. I massage a tiny foot or hand that is trying to thrash its way out of me, and she calms a little. The smell up here is worse. Much worse. There’s the same wet dog smell as downstairs but mixed with menthol and urine.

We step into the room, and it’s clear how sick this man really is. He is lying down flat and there’s so little of him he barely makes a bump under the blankets. I’ve never been in a room with someone who is dying, but this must be what it smells like. Rancid, sour, like a mouth full of teeth that have never been cleaned and something worse – faecal. I can hear his laboured breathing from the door and remember someone once telling me about the death rattle.

King leads me over to the side of the high bed. The man – my father-in-law, I realise with a start – is a skeleton already. Cheekbones press against thin, yellow skin and his lips have disappeared into his mouth. He’s asleep, and a thick string of drool attaches his chin to the stained pillow. I involuntarily put my hand over my nose. He is rotting from the inside out. Suddenly his colourless eyes spring open. I rear back, but King’s hand on my shoulder is firm.

‘Dad, this is Grace, my wife.’

My hand leaves my face and instinctively cradles the baby. Thomas glances down. Then he looks up at me, and his eyes have changed. I cannot read the emotion. Repulsion? Fear? Something awful.

He looks at King. ‘You didn’t tell me there was a baby coming.’

‘Yes, we’re very excited. Still a little while to go,’ says King.

‘She can’t be in here.’

‘Don’t start with that, Dad.’

‘Get her out,’ he gasps.

‘Please. She’s my wife.’

‘She can’t be here; you should know that.’ He tries to sit up in bed but can’t manage it and falls back onto the sodden pillow. ‘Out! Get out now!’

‘Come on. Relax for God’s sake.’ King draws me to him protectively.

‘We should go,’ I say.

‘Out! Out! Get out of this house!’

I don’t wait for King to make up his mind. I’m out of the room, down the stairs, then through the front door and away, not stopping until I reach the car. The watery sun has warmed the car bonnet, and I press my hands flat against it. The tips of my fingers are numb.

King comes out, slamming the door  hard behind him. The glass pane at the top of the door shakes, and I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter. He strides down the path, face knotted with anger and concern. When he reaches me, I burrow into the nest of his shoulder and he presses his knuckles into my back. My cheeks burn from the cold.

‘Stupid old bastard,’ says King. ‘I didn’t see that one coming.’

‘What was that about?’

‘I’m sorry, babe, it’s not you. He’s just old and crazy.’

‘Crazy?’

‘The cancer drugs. He’s doped up on morphine.’

I pull away and blow my nose. There’s a sodden collection of tissues permanently up my sleeve and in every pocket.

‘Are you crying?’

‘Why was he so upset that I’m pregnant?’

King gently tugs the back of my hair the way I like, lets it run through his fingers. ‘He has some funny ideas about things. Please don’t let it bother you.’

‘Of course it does. I want to feel welcome in your family home.’

‘It hasn’t been my home for a million years. I hate the place, actually.’ Pain flashes across his face.

I suddenly remember why we’re here. ‘Sorry, darling. I’m making this all about me. It must be terrible for you to see him so sick. Do you think he’s … that’s it’s going to be really soon?’

King presses his lips together and then nods. ‘I can’t leave Ruth to handle this on her own. We’ll have to stay.’





Chapter Three

As I’m trying to digest this bad news, an old brown hatchback pulls up behind our rental car. The handbrake is yanked up with a screech that makes King wince. A young woman inside sucks furiously on a cigarette, the air opaque with smoke.

‘Who’s that?’

‘His nurse, probably. Comes twice a day.’

The woman gets out of the car. She’s barely out of her teens and is wearing hipster jeans and a cut-off top that shows her stomach. How can she not be cold? There’s a little bulge of white flesh where the waistband of her jeans cuts in. She’s got the kind of curvy fullness most men like. Most men, except King. He used to like my petite, angular shape. Now pregnancy has swollen everything, and I feel lost inside someone else’s body.

The nurse grinds out her cigarette under the sole of a Dr. Martens boot, opens the back door, pulls out a bulging shopping bag and then walks towards us. I run my fingers under my eyes in a hopeless attempt to fix my make-up. I made an effort today and put on mascara for the first time in weeks.

‘Hey,’ she says. Then she shoves out her hand. Her nails are pearly pink with polish and speckled with gold glitter, too manicured for anyone who does much work. She smells of coconut oil and smoke. ‘Miley, the nurse.’

King shakes her hand and introduces me. Then he asks a few questions about his father’s progress.

Miley says that he should have been in hospital weeks ago. ‘Refuses to go, they always do. But that’s cool. Gives me a job.’

Dedicated, then. But I don’t say it. The non-pregnant me might have. I wonder who she means by ‘they’. People who are dying or just angry men like Old Tom.

‘Does Ruth help?’ The question is out before I can stop it.

‘Who? The daughter?’

‘So how long do you think?’ King jumps in.

‘Haven’t you spoken to the doctor?’ she says.

‘Not yet.’

I doubt he even knows who his father’s doctor is.

‘A couple of days, if that.’ She does nothing to soften this fact. ‘Well, I’d better be getting in. See ya.’

I place my hand on King’s arm.

This news must be a shock, but his blank face doesn’t show it. ‘There’s a pub just down the road,’ he says, finally. ‘I need a drink.’

We drive for about twenty minutes without seeing another house. The road winds and twists. Bush. Bay. Bush. Bay. Bush. It could be pretty if there was sun. If I wasn’t sick. If we were here under other circumstances. But then we pull up outside a welcoming pub. It is painted black and white, mock-Tudor style. A sign outside advertises counter meals and cheap beer. Stuck to it is a ragged, homemade poster. Folk Dance, it reads. Come and hear the famous Collywobblers!!!

Inside, the pub is criss-crossed with mock wooden beams. There are prints of fox hunts and brass horse plates on the walls. The carpet is the colour of dried blood, but an open fireplace is set and blazing. King searches for the most comfortable looking chair in the place, and then sits it in front of the fire for me. He is silent and pale. I want to say something to make him feel better, but I don’t know what that would be. On another day, we would be giggling about the decor, King threatening to ask if devils-on-horseback are on the menu, or what their official policy is on pineapple in burgers.

He goes to the bar, and I hear him talking to the bartender. He knows him. But of course he would in a small town like this. King comes back with a lemonade, ice pinging and popping inside a frosty glass, and a double shot of something strong for him. My mouth is gluey with thirst, and I take large, greedy gulps.

The heat from the fire scalds my face. I turn away from it and put my hand on King’s knee. ‘You okay?’ I ask.

‘I’ve got to stay with them at the house. Until it’s over.’

‘King, I—’

‘It’s okay, you don’t have to come. You shouldn’t come. We’ll get you a room here, and you can just relax for a few days – or however long it takes.’

It won’t be so bad. The gardens looked lovely. I can drive into the nearest town and get a stack of trashy magazines, treat myself to a proper rest. Chocolate. Cake. More chocolate. And then it hits me. After the death there will be the funeral, and then clearing out the house, putting it on the market. All that junk. A lifetime of junk. And what about Ruth. Where will she go? I have to say something.

‘But after the funeral … the house. Can you get someone local to do it?’

King looks at me for a long moment. ‘I grew up there. I don’t want some stranger going through family things, throwing everything out. I owe him that at least.’

‘Of course, I understand.’ But I don’t really. He hates his father, though I don’t know why. I can’t imagine there’s anything much in that house that he would want to keep. I’m about to give him the sanitised version of this, but manage to stop myself. ‘And Ruth?’ I say instead.

‘She’ll be okay. Hey, guess what? They’ve got baked bean toasted sandwiches.’

‘Seriously?’

King pulls his chair towards me so our knees are touching and puts his hand on my belly. ‘Is Bubs hungry?’

I take his hand and guide it to the place where there’s a gentle drumming. ‘She’s got hiccups.’

‘Morse code. She wants a toasted sandwich.’

‘Actually, yes. Cheese and tomato. Hold the beans.’

‘Seriously? No beans? Hang on.’ He puts his ear on the spot where a little leg or arm is prodding me. ‘Dot, dot, dot, dash, dash … she’s saying she loves baked beans …. and her daddy.’

I stroke his dark hair. There’s a strip of grey at each temple. He dyed it once when we first met. The evidence was on his stained fingertips and the ring of brown around his hairline where the dye had seeped in. We laughed about it later, me reassuring him that the grey was sexy, that I liked being with an older man.

‘We’ll get through this together,’ I say.

King lifts his head, nods.

‘I love her daddy, too.’

King and our baby are my longed-for family. I was only eighteen months old when Mum died from a drug overdose. Accidental according to her relatives – but how could they ever be sure? My father is a blank space on my birth certificate. ‘One-night stand,’ sneered my aunt when I was old enough to understand what that meant. ‘Your mother had a lot of men friends.’

There are lots of photos of me as a baby but only a few with Mum in them. I hate the thought that no one cared enough to take some of her. Most are taken in a dingy living room with rust-coloured walls. Twisted venetian blinds hang lopsidedly over a window.

In one photo, Mum sits on a bare mattress, knees pulled up to her chest. Her purple nail polish is chipped. She’s thin as a child and wearing cut-off denim shorts. There are red spots on her spindly legs. I lie beside her, swaddled in a blanket, barely visible. I’ve studied this photo so many times, tried to read her eyes. But there is nothing good to see.

My aunt was the only relative who might have taken me in, but she had four children of her own and an unemployed husband who liked to gamble. We lost touch years ago. I wasn’t sorry. Grandma had Parkinson’s disease by then and was in a nursing home, Grandpa already dead. State care was the only option.

There were four foster families in total. That’s not a lot compared to some kids I knew back then. I stayed with one family for seven years, and only left because they decided to move to Canada. But I didn’t mind. I spent too much time babysitting their twin boys who were always thumping each other or plummeting down the hilly street on skateboards. I became very good at first aid.

When we first met, King was sure that bad things must have happened to me in foster homes – abuse and neglect, everything he’d seen in the news. But it wasn’t like that. Just a series of mostly reasonable people who were compelled to do the right thing, or the practical thing, or, in one case, the Christian thing. But something was always missing.

At twenty-four, when I met King, I was managing a boutique in the city with six staff, proud of how far I’d come on my own, without a family or anyone to support me. King was so much older than any of the other men I’d dated, and some of my friends disapproved, said he was old enough to be my father. But I didn’t care. For once, I could see the future.

We finish our drinks in silence, then King goes to get himself another. The fury has gone out of the fire and now it’s cosy sitting here. Perhaps all this might not be so bad after all. When we sell the old house, there might even be enough money for a deposit on our own flat. It would be good to finally stop renting. We just need to hire a big skip for all the rubbish, get the Salvation Army to pick up most of the furniture and sell anything valuable. How long can it take? I’m ignoring the voice that tells me there are no rubbish skips down here, no Salvos. And besides, part of me is curious to go through the things in the house.

King never speaks about it, but he lived in that house with his father and sister for most of his childhood. Ruth and King were only six years old when their mother died of a stroke. What’s more, I’m not convinced Old Tom had nothing important to say to his son. He is sick, but he seemed in his right mind.

King’s long arms hang loosely over the chair. The drinks have relaxed him.

‘So your father had no big secret,’ I say lightly. ‘There must have been something?’

‘Nope. Nothing.’

‘What about the letter?’

‘It was nothing,’ he repeats. ‘He wasn’t thinking straight because of the drugs. I’ll go and see if they’ve got a room available.’

But he won’t look at me, and I know my husband. He is lying.





Chapter Four

We didn’t learn the sex of our baby because we wanted a surprise, but I’m sure she’s a girl. When I told King this, he came home with a pink  hooded blanket embroidered with ducks. ‘Just in case you’re right,’ he joked.

He has been so caring all through my pregnancy. During the terrible long weeks of morning sickness that lasted all day, I could only eat white rice for dinner, but the smell of it cooking make me nauseous. King took our rice cooker to work and brought rice home, steaming and fresh, every evening.

Then there were all the thoughtful gifts: a spongey belly pillow; Christian Dior perfume to cheer me up when I went through a brief weepy stage; a pedicure voucher; and endless toys for the baby – including a stuffed panda bear the size of a small child. 

But now I’m staring into the flames, ruminating about what he’s keeping from me, and what’s ahead when his father dies. I feel his warm hand on my shoulder, and then his thumb starts working into the exact spot where the muscles pinch. I turn my head and kiss the backs of his hairy fingers. Then I tug lightly on the hairs with my teeth, something that always makes him laugh.

‘You making fun of my gorilla hands?’

‘Orangutan, not gorilla.’

‘So, we’ve got the honeymoon suite – and it’s even got a spa bath. How does that sound?’

‘The honeymoon suite? Seriously?’

‘Thought it might help me get lucky.’

‘You already are.’

‘I know, babe.’

He helps me to my feet, and we hug. My face is pressed into his shirt. I can smell the eucalyptus scent of our laundry powder mixed with his deodorant spray. King has to lean forwards to get his arms around me, but when he does, I get the familiar feeling of being grounded, of finding home.

‘You’re doing the right thing, staying with your dad.’

He winces when I use the word dad. ‘You’ll be okay?’

‘Fine. Totally fine.’

He jangles an enormous wooden key ring that has a love heart engraved onto it. ‘Come on, let’s get you both into that spa. You might even score a back rub.’

Fortunately, the room is downstairs. It’s cottagey kitsch, with fake roses on the mantelpiece, red gingham curtains and a bed decorated with heart-shaped cushions. There’s an empty fish tank in one corner. I don’t have a hope of leveraging myself in and out of the deep spa with any safety, but there’s a lovely view out onto the garden, and I can see a seat in the distance. Hopefully it will be warm enough to sit out there for a little while. It will be warm enough for a walk, at least.

‘Need anything?’ he asks.

I shake my head. ‘It’s our anniversary today.’

‘How come?’

‘Eighteen months since we met.’

King kisses my head. ‘I love that you know that. Still glad you took a punt on an older fella?’

He uses old-fashioned words like punt and fella to exaggerate the nineteen-year age difference between us.

‘Always.’

I think about that windy afternoon we met for the first time at a wine-tasting. I hadn’t wanted to go, but my friend Ann insisted, promising me there would be lots of single men there. Still stinging from a recent break-up, it was the last thing I wanted, but Ann’s father had recently died and she was taking it hard. This was the first time in weeks she had sounded positive about something.

The wine-tasting was in a park. Bottles were lined up on a trestle table, a white tablecloth flapped in the wind. The lone waiter struggled to stop it being whipped away. King offered to help, and I watched them anchor the cloth with stones King had collected from a garden bed. It seemed like a nice gesture. Thoughtful. Everyone else was too busy drinking and flirting to notice.

I liked his thick hair and his slightly-too-big suit jacket, the way it hung from his wide shoulders. And he was tall. Even though he was joking  with the waiter, I felt sure he had depth, maturity. From a distance, he seemed nothing like the shallow actor I’d been dating for nearly a year.

Ann started chatting to a man, and King noticed me standing awkwardly on my own. He came over, holding two glasses of red wine. I had no idea he was so much older than me at first. ‘Have you tried this delicate number?’ he asked, sticking his nose into the glass. For a moment I thought he was going to be a wine snob. ‘Top notes of musty sock,’ he said, and I laughed.

We talked for the next four hours, long after the waiter had packed everything away and left. Then as dusk fell and the mosquitos started to bite, I asked him back to my place. He said yes.

King was uncomfortable with our age difference at first, said he didn’t want to be ‘one of those men’ who only dates much younger women. But even on that first night we were finishing each other’s sentences, and no one had ever made me laugh so much. I adored his green eyes. Before long, age was irrelevant.

There’s a plush floral armchair in the corner of the honeymoon suite with a matching footstool.

‘That’s got my name on it,’ I say, pulling off my jeans. The waistband has become tight over the last few weeks, but I’m determined not to buy anymore maternity clothes. I kick them off and flop into the chair.

‘Comfy?’ says King.

‘Hell yes.’

It’s only three in the afternoon but I’m already exhausted. King kneels down, picks up one of my feet and presses the heel where it aches and throbs. He works his knuckles up to the ball, and then gently kneads each toe. He’s good at this. I hear myself groan.

‘If you ever get sick of your job, we’re selling your services as a masseuse.’

‘Great, if all my clients are as gorgeous as you.’

‘Nope. Only hairy old men. You can specialise in corns and carbuncles.’

‘What are carbuncles?’

‘I don’t know, but they sound bad.’

King laughs and his hands work my calves, rubbing away the tightness of the day. Then he moves slowly up my thighs, stroking the very top where he says the skin’s like milk. Now he’s running his finger under the elastic of my underpants.

‘This is not a back massage,’ I say.

‘Want me to move to your shoulders?’

‘Don’t you dare.’

King wets his finger, slips it into my pants and presses softly. Then he nuzzles the inside of my thighs, moving his lips higher and higher, taking forever before he dips his tongue inside me. I push my fingers into his hair and tell him not to stop.

Afterwards, we lie on the bed in each other’s arms. After a while, King scoots down and kisses my belly one hundred times. In the early months it was one kiss for every day of my pregnancy, but when it got to one hundred, we decided that was enough. He hasn’t missed a single day.

‘I’m going back to the house, but I’ll be back in time for dinner. They stop serving at eight – I checked.’

‘That early?’

‘It’s the country. Anyway, you’re usually asleep by eight-thirty these days.’

I smile, he’s right.

‘But then I’m going to head back to the house for the night.’

I don’t want to be alone, but I reassure him that’s fine and he leaves.

I sense movement at the back of the room. The fish tank is not empty after all. A black Mexican walking fish has stuck itself to the side. It fluffs its frilly fins and opens its mouth into a perfect circle. Stalky black eyes stare at me. I consider throwing a towel over the tank but that would be cruel.

The room has central heating – an old-fashioned oil-filled system that clicks and clangs like it’s talking to itself – and I’m suddenly finding the small space is stifling. I need to walk, to get out into the fresh air. I strain to fasten the buttons on the winter coat I bought two sizes too big when the weather began to cool, foolishly thinking it would be big enough to last me all the way through my pregnancy. Then I wind my favourite mohair scarf around my neck and ease my leather gloves over swollen fingers.

Outside the bedroom, a narrow hallway leads to the back of the bar and a door to the garden. I am part way out the door when a middle-aged woman strides up to me holding a white plastic container. She’s barefoot and wears a short skirt covered in sparkly blue sequins, no stockings. ‘Make sure you’re well rugged up,’ she says, slightly breathless.

‘I am. Got a bit of a furnace here, though.’

‘Plenty of wood in that fire,’ she says and winks.

I feel offended, even though that’s silly. The weight has crept up on me. I can feel it in the way my jeans cling to my thighs, the bulge at the top of my long boots. There has been cake after all. Lots of cake. And chocolate. And bizarrely, fish fingers, packet after packet of them fried in salted butter, something I hadn’t eaten since childhood.

‘But you’re blooming,’ she adds, ‘bloody lovely.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m Gail, by the way. Bob’s better half. You’ll probably meet him later. Why don’t you go on out for your walk and then come and have a drink at the bar with me after?’’

‘Great, I will. I’m Grace.’

‘Such a pretty name. What’ve you chosen for the baby? My first was a girl. Thirty-six hours of bloody hell before she showed up – wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Still, she made up for it by being a gorgeous baby, fat as a pincushion and all smiles. Bitch of a teenager, though. Not sure they’re worth it, if I’m honest.’

I can’t tell if she’s joking, but I smile, and back up towards the door. ‘Might head out now, need to get moving.’

‘You’re a Hammond, right?’

‘Well, my husband is, so yes. I took his name.’ I swallow back the embarrassment I always feel about this ever since a friend insisted it meant my husband owned me. But it was my choice. I want to be a proper family, all three of us with the same name.

‘I took Bob’s name when we married. Mind you, his family are very well thought of around these parts.’

I wait for more. That’s all she says, but the look on her face tells me all I need to know. ‘Well, see you later. Better get out before it rains.’

‘You do that. Mind the path if it does rain, though. We don’t want you slipping.’ Gail grins.

I smile again and escape out the door, but I’m only in the garden for a few moments before it begins to spit. I’m determined to keep walking for a little while. My coat has a hood. It’s trimmed extravagantly with fake fur that tickles my nose and obscures my vision, but it will stop me getting wet. The back of the property slopes down steeply to the sea. Another path off to the right weaves across the hill, and I take that.

The sea is so dark – the black water, as King called it. Maybe it’s black because it is so deep. I can’t imagine it ever being blue, even in the height of summer. In the distance is a strip of real sand that’s almost yellow and a single white boat.

I pass a garden bench where a man sits holding a striped golf umbrella over his head. ‘Afternoon,’ he says, ‘nice weather if you’re a duck.’

‘Hi.’

The man is wearing a navy-blue tracksuit made of parachute material and brand-new hiking boots. ‘’Course, I’m used to it where I’m from. Inclemency’s our middle name!’

I smile and go to keep walking, but he stands up and thrusts out his hand. ‘Martin, from Sussex.’

‘I’m Grace.’ I give him my hand and he shakes it so enthusiastically that I feel the loose flesh of my upper arm jiggle. When did that happen?

‘You from round these parts?’

‘No, Melbourne.’

‘Ah, didn’t pick you as a local. Me and the wife spent two weeks in Melbourne. Lovely spot. Weather just like home.’

I’m trying to work out how to get away, but he doesn’t give me time to speak. ‘We’ve just arrived from Hobart. Wasn’t that keen to come down here, to be frank, but the wife wanted to see Port Arthur.’

‘I’m sure you’ll like it.’

‘No chance of that, I’m afraid. Not my type of thing at all. Not when there’s been so much blood spilt on this land. What with the Aboriginal peoples and then the convicts … to say nothing of that dreadful massacre. When was that again?’

I lift my shoulders. ‘Twenty years, maybe. A bit longer?’

‘Biggest mass shooting in Australia, wasn’t it? We heard all about it on the BBC. All those lives, little kiddies even. No … as I say, not keen to linger around here.’

It’s a long time since I’ve thought about the massacre, yet another brutal layer of history that’s stained this place. I once watched an interview with a woman who survived. ‘The place still stinks of death,’ she said. I never forgot it. The man is right. I do not want to be here, either. Not with my baby. He offers me his umbrella, but I say no because that would mean another conversation to give it back, and I hurry off, even though it is raining properly now.

As I’m walking up the mossy path that winds through the garden, taking it slow because it really is slippery, a giant black raven swoops down close, and I instinctively duck. Clamped in its thick beak there’s a mouse, still squirming slightly. The nausea comes on suddenly, but I stand very still and stare at the sea. It soon passes. The raven has spooked me. Does it mean that Old Tom has died already? I shiver and hurry back to the warmth of the bar.





Chapter Five

The bearded man behind the bar introduces himself as Bob. I smile and tell him I’m Grace Hammond, although it’s likely he knows. Bob’s left arm ends in a stump above where the elbow would be, stitches drawn together like a hastily tied balloon. He wears a homemade blue jumper, one sleeve long, one short. Both sleeves have a thick red stripe at the cuff. The stump is a raw pink colour that bleeds into the red.

Bob mixes me something sweet he calls his ‘ladies’ tonic’, using his stump with impressive dexterity. We start to chat. I’ve managed to perch on one of the bar stools, although I have to lean over the baby to pick up my drink. It’s sweet, creamy and delicious. Almost as good as cake.

‘Yum,’ I say. ‘What’s in it?’

‘Nothing alcoholic, just a touch of this and that. Secret family recipe.’ He winks. ‘Gail tells me you’re down here to see your father-in-law?’

‘He’s very sick.’

‘Poor old fella. Him and me dad were best mates.’

‘Really?’

He points to a framed photograph of a smiling man behind a bar who is pouring beer into a glass. ‘That’s him. Passed last year. Massive heart attack.’

‘I’m so sorry.

‘Ah well, he had a cracker of a life.’

‘And that’s what matters, isn’t it?’

‘Too right.’ Bob gives a grim smile. ‘Good thing your hubby’s back down here, paying his respects and all. You been to visit yet?’

‘Yes.’ For a moment I consider confiding in this man. But then I remember he knows King. ‘Poor man didn’t look well … To be honest, though, I’m glad I’m staying here. Place is crammed full of junk and hasn’t seen a duster in years.’

Bob laughs. ‘People round here thought he was off his rocker when he bought that place. But hats off to him, he had roaring trade with the guesthouse for a little while there, years back.’

Gail appears from behind a floral curtain that separates the bar and kitchen. She’s holding a dish full of peanuts and the same white plastic container. She puts the nuts down in front of me. The dish is lined with a white serviette that’s translucent with oil. I wonder how long they’ve been in there, and how many other hands have dipped into them.

I shake my head as she gestures at them.

‘A film crew even came down here,’ Bob continues. ‘Did one of those documentaries you see on the telly. Mainly about Port Arthur, but Hammond House got a nod. Course all the camera crew and what have you stayed at the guesthouse. My dad ran the pub down the road. They pulled the old place down about ten years back, more’s the pity. Dad’s pub was the only one serving counter teas back then. Folks had nowhere else to go.’

Gail butts into the conversation. ‘He filling your head with stories, is he?’

‘I was just telling this young lady that beer runs in the blood.’

I laugh.

‘Used to be convicts at Hammond House, you know,’ said Gail.

‘I know. Everything around here’s got something to do with convicts, doesn’t it? Must drive you guys crazy being asked about it by tourists all the time.’ I shake my head, grin.

Gail winks at me and sneaks a look at Bob. His face is expressionless. He takes a fistful of peanuts and lets just one drop into his mouth. ‘Folks round here are a bit funny about the stain.’

I’m shocked. It is the 21st century. Can they really still think there’s a convict stain? Gail slices through the silence. ‘That’s not why people don’t like Hammond House, though,’ she says.

Bob gives her a look.

‘Don’t like it?’ I ask. ‘Why not?’

‘Old place was empty for decades before Thomas bought it. No one wanted to live there. A few people tried, but no one stayed. The place got a bit of a reputation, you know?’

I don’t know, but I nod enthusiastically.

‘Creepy old place is haunted and—’

‘That’s a load of old bollocks if you ask me,’ says Bob. ‘Tom wasn’t one to be superstitious and good on him. He made a real go of the guesthouse there for a while. Would’ve made some decent cash.’ Bob pauses for a moment then looks at me intensely. ‘He was a good father to those young ones. You take my word for it. He did it hard, all on his own like that.’

‘Oh … right.’ I’m not sure what to say.

‘Don’t listen to him, he’s just a softie,’ says Gail. ‘Man was an old bastard. Plain and simple. Had his wife right under his thumb. Everyone said she was scared of him.’

‘Gail,’ says Bob. ‘Anyways, after the guesthouse closed, he used the place as a workshop, to fix stuff. Broken bikes, toasters, lawnmowers, you name it. Did a good job on our vacuum, right?’

‘She was scared of him?’ I ask.

‘Reckon the old bloke could fix anything,’ says Bob. ‘Bloody brilliant he was, remember that car he got going, Gail? We all thought it’d had the rocket.’

‘Kept them kids locked up in that place,’ says Gail.

‘He did what he thought was right. Can’t ask more than that from a father, now, can you?’

Gail raises her eyebrows. ‘Him and his weird daughter. Neither of them hardly said boo when you dropped stuff off to get fixed.’

‘He always had time for me,’ says Bob.

‘Can’t have been good for either of them, all those years on their own. Especially in that creepy place.’

‘What do you mean the kids were locked up?’ I ask.

‘Come on, pet,’ says Bob, ‘that’s enough now. It’s not our business.’

She pours herself a glass of wine from a carafe that sits on the bar, but I can tell she’s going to talk. ‘Well after the accident the twins were homeschooled. Never had any friends over, nothing.’

‘What accident?’

‘When Angela accidentally fell down the stairs. Locals were even more spooked then. But most people were sensible enough to know what really happened. Proving it’s another thing, of course. Cops round here were too stupid for that.’

‘You weren’t even living round here then,’ says Bob. ‘How would you know?’

‘But I hear everything.’ She tugs at an ear and her long, beaded earring jiggles. ‘That’s what these are for.’

‘King’s mother, Angela? But didn’t she have a stroke?’

‘No, she just fell. Right from the very top. You see how steep those stairs are? I’d watch it if I were you.’

I’m trying not to show my shock. I should know this. And King was homeschooled? Why hasn’t he told me?

‘But that’s not the worst of it.’ Gail unscrews the lid of the container. I can smell tiger-balm. She dips a finger into the cream, smears a glob into her palm, then rubs her hands together like she’s warming them up. ‘I really don’t know if I should tell you this,’ she says.

‘Nope, don’t reckon you should,’ says Bob.

Gail picks up Bob’s stump and begins to massage the cream into it, wringing and squeezing like she’s washing clothes. They are both expressionless.

‘Tell me. It’s fine,’ I say, trying not to stare. ‘It’s not like I’m going to live in the place. Someone else is bound to tell me anyway.’

‘Well of course they are, small town like this full of half-wit inbreds.’

I recoil.

‘Gail. Settle,’ says Bob

She works his stump harder. ‘I’m only saying what’s true. Might as well call a spade a spade, right? I grew up in Hobart. Get back there as often as I can when this one lets me go,’ she glances at Bob. ‘Going back to civilisation, I call it. Can’t even get a decent cappuccino down here.’

Bob says nothing, but does not look happy.

‘There was a young girl staying there, back when your hubby was in his teens.’ Gail flicks her fingers into the air like a magician. ‘Disappeared, just like that. Vanished into thin air.’





Chapter Six

I go back to our room to wait for King, worried about why he hasn’t confided in me. Suddenly, I’m exhausted. I feel the weight of the baby in every muscle and joint. I close my eyes and must sleep for a little while, because I wake to find King unlocking the door.

When I see his ashen face, I know exactly what has happened.

I stand up and go to him, bury my face in his chest. He smooths the back of my hair but the gesture feels forced. I take his hand and lead him to the bed where he sits heavily.

‘At least you were able to be with him at the end, darling,’ I say.

King nods. I’ve never seen him cry and wonder if he will now. He doesn’t.

‘What do you need me to do?’

‘The undertaker’s already been. We’ll have to go tomorrow and sort out the arrangements.’

‘Of course.’ I feel relieved this has happened so quickly, then guilty for thinking of myself.

‘Is Ruth okay? Should you be there with her?’

‘No, she’s fine. I’ll see her tomorrow.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

King leans down, presses his ear to my belly. He often claims he can hear the baby playing. Sometimes he jokes about what game it is. If she’s still, it’s Solitaire. If she’s thrashing around, she is playing Twister or Hide-and-Seek with an invisible friend. He has had me almost wetting myself with laughter with his mock-pompous pseudo-scientific theories about why he’s right. But now he just puts his hand under my top and strokes my belly with his warm fingers.

‘Little one,’ he says, and there’s such tenderness in his voice, I get a lump in my throat.

‘Are you hungry?’ I ask.

‘Not really.’

‘You should eat. Why don’t I see if we can get something brought in?’ I don’t want to subject King to Gail’s questioning. He agrees, and I leave the room. Bob’s polishing the bar with citrus-scented wax that makes me instantly crave fresh oranges – thick juicy wedges, cold from the fridge.

I tell him about Old Tom’s passing, and he crosses himself.

‘Is King alright?’ he asks.

‘He will be. Can we get some food in our room?’

‘No worries at all. Gail’s in Hobart staying with her pals tonight, and I’m a bit of a clumsy clot. Hope you won’t mind that.’

I tell him that I won’t, and he gives me a laminated, handwritten menu with obvious pride. A couple of words are misspelled, and even this is enough to bring another lump to my throat. I choose the pie of the day for us both – Bob’s recommendation – and a bottle of cabernet for King.

‘Look, don’t make too much of what Gail said. She gets a bit carried away.’

‘But is it all true?’ I ask.

‘Well, yeah. But hand on my heart, the stairs was an accident. And Susie disappeared yonks ago. For all we know she might be alive and well and living in New Zealand.’

‘Susie?’

He has a look on his face that tells me he’s said too much. So I say I’m fine. That this knowledge doesn’t bother me.

‘Gail’s a real pet, but she gets a bit carried away.’

‘So you said. Don’t worry, it’s forgotten already.’

Bob looks reassured, and I go back to our room. King’s lying on the bed, staring at the salmon-pink ceiling. I pick up his hand, stroke it. I need to be gentle with him. ‘Food’s sorted.’

‘Thanks,’ he says.

I’ve decided not to ask him about his mother or the girl yet, not while the grief is so raw. But I do mention the homeschooling.

‘Who told you that?’ he says.

‘Bob.’

King sits up. His face is red and creased from where he’s been lying on it. ‘I didn’t think it was important.’

‘I want to know everything about you. You know that.’

‘The truth is, I’m ashamed I didn’t have a decent education. I’m pretty good at covering up, but there are gaps in what I know, and my maths is terrible. I should’ve told you.’

‘You don’t need to be ashamed with me. I left school at sixteen, remember. I’d never judge. But why were you homeschooled?’

‘Old Tom had some strange ideas. I couldn’t wait to get away.’

‘And Ruth?’

‘Too attached to the house to leave. Homeschooling didn’t help with that.’

‘You’re so smart, I never would’ve guessed. And you did that marketing course.’

‘It took me a while to find my way in life.’ He traces his fingers softly over my forehead. ‘But now I’ve got everything.’

Before long, there’s a gentle tap on the door. ‘Only me!’ says Bob. There’s an ironed tea towel on the tray of food and two red carnations in a beer glass. I’m touched by his effort, even though he’s a virtual stranger, and almost hug him. He places the tray on the coffee table.

‘My condolences. Your father was a fine fella.’

‘You really think so?’ says King.

Bob doesn’t miss a beat. ‘I had nothing but respect for him. I want you to know that. And so did Dad.’

King mumbles his thanks.

‘Anything else you need? Only I’m off out now and won’t be back until late.’ He smiles. ‘Play cards on a Wednesday with the fellas when Gail gives me a leave pass. Reckon I can trust you both to steer the ship?’

I try to smile, give him a captain’s salute.

Bob laughs, then glances at King and clears his throat. ‘Well, I’m off then.’

The pies are homemade with a thin, crispy crust and plenty of succulent meat cooked slowly until it has begun to melt. I eat mine in minutes and then use my thumb to pick up the pastry crumbs left on my plate. King barely touches his food but finishes off the bottle of wine very quickly. Before long he’s asleep, snoring a little like he always does when he’s drunk too much. I lie down in the bed beside him, just close enough so that the baby grazes his back, and try not to think about what is ahead.

We both sleep fitfully. The piles of blankets are too heavy. I sweat underneath them but shiver with just one. King jerks and mutters in his sleep. I get up three times to go to the toilet, each time remembering the vanishing girl, the mystery about his mother’s death.

When we wake, I hold him tight, kiss his cheeks where the greying stubble grows in a tight circle like a whirlpool. He tells me he loves me, how glad he is to have me by his side. The baby somersaults between us. And in this moment, we are happy.

~

King and I are at the undertaker’s as soon as it opens. It is in a small town near the peninsula. I am surprised to hear that Ruth isn’t coming with us – surely she wants to be part of this? Even though it is not far away, when we drive across Eaglehawk Neck and leave the peninsula behind, my mood lifts. I rest my head against King’s arm, feel his muscles tense and relax as he changes gear.

We stop at a brick veneer house that doesn’t seem set up for funerals. The place is tiny, and I can’t imagine where they store the bodies. The funeral director, a woman my age with badly clipped hair and awkward teeth, shows us into a room that looks like a bedroom, except there is a desk and chairs in it. A table containing brochures has been pushed up against a mirrored built-in wardrobe.

I cannot avoid my reflection. Surely this swollen body is not really mine. The baby kicks, and I see the movement in the mirror, a ripple like a tiny, cresting wave across my belly beneath the tight stretch cotton. I am smiling. Then I feel the funeral director watching. I lower my eyes.

King selects a casket from a catalogue. He chooses the cheapest, plainest one and barely looks at the others, despite the woman’s uncomfortable sales pitch. It’s cold, but the woman seems nervous and is sweating. She removes her jacket.

‘How soon can we have the funeral?’ says King.

‘We usually advise a week or so. It takes that long to let everyone know, even in a small town.’

‘There’s no one who needs to know.’

I look at King and frown.

‘Mourners, I mean,’ says the woman.

‘When’s the soonest?’

‘Um … I’ll have to find out.’

‘Why not wait?’ I say. ‘There’s so much to do at the house, it won’t make any difference.’

‘Sooner he’s in the ground the better,’ he says.

I rub his back, but he doesn’t look at me. It smells like cats in here. An older man in a suit and tie comes into the room. He reaches over to shake King’s hand. ‘Kingsley, my sympathies. I knew your father. He was a fine man. One of the best.’

King recoils when he hears his proper name, like he always does. When we first met, I thought that King was an odd name. My friends teased me, said that it must mean he thought he was important. But King is a gentle, humble man. He hates the name his father gave him, and hearing him being called Kingsley now makes me cringe for him.

‘I’m King,’ he says, shaking the man’s hand. I can see the funeral director thinking what everyone does when they hear that for the first time. King has long since stopped noticing it, but I still do.

‘So, you’re wanting to bring forward the burial?’

How does he know this? Was he listening at the door?

King nods.

‘Shouldn’t be any trouble at all. The plot is already paid for. Thomas organised that months back, and we can get everything in order in two days with a bit of extra work.’

‘Fine,’ he says.

‘Did my daughter talk you through the order of service? Ask what you’d like us to say?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Just whatever you usually do is fine.’

The undertaker barely blinks. ‘Of course, so you’re happy to leave it all in our hands. That’s also no problem. I do realise how difficult this time can be. Just one last question – flowers?’

‘No.’

If the undertaker is embarrassed, he’s not showing it. I suppose he has seen and heard everything before. I turn to King and say softly, ‘Are you sure?’

‘How about just a modest bunch of ferns, a few white gladioli?’ offers the undertaker. ‘Very understated.’

‘Fine,’ says King. Then he’s standing up and taking my hand, leading me away from this place. There has been no viewing of the body, if it is even here. I am pleased that I’ve been spared this, but I’m disturbed by the way King is handling things. He will regret all of this in the future, especially when he becomes a father himself. I broach the topic with him in the car.

‘I saw him dead,’ he says. ‘Why would I want to see him again?’

‘Well, most people want to say a final goodbye. It’s …’ I stop myself from saying normal.

‘I just want to put all of this behind us. I have to bury him, get rid of his stuff and sell the house. Then as far as I’m concerned, he’s forgotten.’

He always says I not we, as if Ruth is not even part of this.

‘Won’t Ruth help?’ I ask.

‘I’m just not sure.’

~

I’m walking in the garden again when I see Gail in the distance hacking into an overgrown bush with a pair of shears. I was hoping to find her, ask more questions. The ground is boggy but I pick my way carefully over towards her, ignoring the misty slant of rain.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘You’ve got a beautiful garden here.’

‘Know anything about lavender?’ she asks. ‘This thing’s giving me the shits. Look, it’s dead right through the middle.’

I tell her I kill everything green, even though that’s not exactly true. At home I have a succulent and cacti garden on our sunny balcony. Dozens of small plants sit in coloured pots. I like their quirky shapes and colours, the way they need so little sustenance to survive. King teases me, gives them silly names – Prickly Pete, Spikey Mikey, Naughty Ned the Needle Head.

I don’t even have to try to get Gail talking. ‘Hey listen, I forgot to tell you something else about the house. Bob says I’m a gossip, but screw him, right?’

I try to smile.

‘Come and sit down, just for a sec. Take all that bloody weight off your poor feet. Twins?’

‘What? No.’

‘They run in the family, you know.’

I had been worried about that at the ultrasound, how we would cope with two babies. But the doctor reassured me there was only one.

Gail leads me to a wooden bench, and I follow. She pulls a gold case studded with red stones out of her pocket, flips it open and takes out a cigarette. Then she lights one up and takes a long drag.

‘You won’t tell, will you? Bob’ll go ballistic. He thinks this is for lipstick, God love him.’

‘Course not. I used to smoke.’

‘Yeah? Thought you young things were too smart to take up the fags.’

‘Teenage rebellion. Didn’t last long.’

I’m relieved that she turns her head when she exhales, that the wind is blowing in the right direction. The smell will make me sick.

‘Anyways, you know why Tom bought that old place?’

‘It was cheap?’

‘Well, yeah, right, but not only that.’

‘He thought an ex-convict gaol would be a great place to bring up kids?’

Gail doesn’t smile. ‘Anyways, Angela reckoned that one of her relatives was a convict who was there. Isn’t that strange?’

Doesn’t seem that strange to me, but I nod.

‘Why would you want to bring your kids someplace where your relative was once locked up?’

‘No idea, but lots of people are interested in family history – it kind of makes sense.’ 

‘Maybe you’re right. Or maybe she was drawn there, you know, by something spooky.’

Once again, I tell her I don’t believe in ghosts, that lots of people like family history, even when it’s gruesome.

‘Well, I hope you don’t mind me saying this, don’t take it personal, right? But locals say that when they were little kids, everyone round here thought they were not right.’

‘The Hammonds?’ This does not surprise me.

‘No, the twins. Other kids thought they were weird, didn’t want to play with them. Not that they were allowed friends over to that house anyway.’

The look on my face must tell her she’s overstepped the mark.

She backtracks quickly. ‘I mean, just Ruth really. There’s something about her. Used to boss your husband around something chronic, like she had him under her witchy spell.’

‘Tell me about that girl who disappeared, Susie.’

‘Nice little thing, apparently. Before my time, though.’

‘What was her last name?’

‘McKenzie. Susie McKenzie.’

‘Was she staying at the guesthouse?’

‘No. Thomas closed the place down straight after Angela died. That’s why he started fixing things – not that he would have made much of a living doing that. Everyone reckoned it was the grief, that he didn’t have the heart to keep on going, but not me.’

‘So the girl?’

She leans in towards me, so close I can smell her smoky breath. ‘She was seven months gone.’ Then she points at my belly. ‘Exactly the same as you, I’d say.’





Chapter Seven

The next day, we go to see King’s father’s lawyer about the will. There is still no Ruth, and I’m beginning to wonder if this twin sister even exists.

I have searched for ‘Susie McKenzie’ and ‘Hammond House’ on the Libraries Tasmania website, trying to push away feelings of being disloyal to King, of snooping. I should just ask him – but I’m annoyed he’s lied to me.

Not all newspapers have been digitised, and I found nothing except some old advertising for the guesthouse. There was no death certificate, either. Although I did find a birth certificate that showed Susie McKenzie was born in Hobart and was the same age as King. If it was even the right Susie McKenzie. It’s not exactly an unusual name.

I’ve decided to ask him about her in the car, a place where we have exchanged secrets so easily in the past.

‘Did you know a girl called Susie who disappeared from the house?’ I ask.

He twists towards me so fast the seatbelt clicks, holding him in place. There’s the blast of a car horn as King swerves slightly, but he quickly rights the car and apologises for scaring me.

I wait until his breathing has settled.

‘So did you know her?’

‘Who told you that? Gail, I suppose.’

‘Yes.’

‘You shouldn’t believe a word she says. She exaggerates the hell out of everything.’

‘But she seemed sure.’

‘I heard something about it. I’d left home by then, though.’

‘But surely a girl going missing in a small town would have been big news, and why was she even staying there? Was she a friend of Ruth’s?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

‘What did they think happened?’

His grip on the steering wheel tightens. He doesn’t want to talk about this. ‘Can you look out for Number 46? I think this is the street.’

‘King?’

‘I don’t know any more than you do.’

It’s hard to believe there is actually a lawyer in this tiny place. The only public buildings are a service station with petrol pumps that look like they belong in a museum and a corner shop, both closed. We park outside the shop. King leads me across the road to a cottage. A man standing smoking on the street glares at us.

There is no sign on the front door of the cottage to indicate that it’s a business. It is storybook perfect, with whitewashed walls and a garden filled with carefully pruned roses. I suspect this man is married.

King tells me that the lawyer used to practise in Hobart but is now retired. We wait in a small pink room with floral curtains and carpet that almost matches. The walls are covered with framed botanical prints and a bunch of dried lavender fills the room with its scent. The room feels crammed because of a floor-to-ceiling glass cabinet against one wall that is full of grisly convict memorabilia. There are leg-irons, handcuffs and a hood made of sacking displayed on a shop mannequin’s plastic head and shoulders, but my eyes are drawn to a rusty trap, open wide like a yawning mouth with razor sharp teeth.

‘Groovy decor,’ whispers King.

But I don’t laugh. I cannot stop worrying about why he is lying to me.

The lawyer comes in and introduces himself. His bent back makes mine ache in sympathy. Thick dandruff sits on the shoulders of his black jacket like icing sugar. He tells us that he wouldn’t have been able to read the will without Ruth present if she was a beneficiary. And that she isn’t.

King doesn’t react when he says this. Why is he not surprised? He must have known already. I look at him, but his face is expressionless.

The lawyer reads the will. I barely hear anything.

‘So the house and all his possessions are yours,’ he sums up at the end, in case we have missed any of the rambling legalese. ‘And the small amount of money that’s in a trust account.’

‘Yes, I know,’ says King, making it sound like an enormous burden. I don’t understand this either. There is a lot to do and it’s hard for him emotionally, but the money we will get for the old place will help us – and so will the cash, no matter how little. Plus the timing is perfect with the baby. None of this seems to have registered with King.

There’s a soft tap on a door behind the lawyer’s leather chair.

‘Ah, that’ll be Joyce,’ he says.

An elderly woman with hair set in rigid curls comes in with a plate of scones. They are laden with jam and cream, and my mouth waters. ‘Hello there,’ she says. ‘Thought you might like a bite to eat before you hurry off – and a sip of tea?’

I know King’s about to say no, that he just wants to leave, but I reach for a scone and thank her. And now we have to stay. Damn King, I need some light conversation, someone friendly.

‘These are delicious,’ I say. ‘Obviously homemade and so fresh!’

She smiles proudly. ‘None of that microwaved rubbish in my house. I’m Joyce.’

I introduce myself. She asks me about the baby, offers her congratulations. I can hear King starting a reluctant conversation with the lawyer about the convict memorabilia. Joyce and I soon run out of things to talk about, so I make a comment about the collection too.

‘Well, I’ve got one of my own,’ she says. ‘Ladies’ things, out the back.’

‘Can I see them?’

‘I’d be delighted to show you.’

Joyce leads me down a hallway lined with photographs of her nieces and nephews, stopping at each one to give me their names and ages. Hearing the love in her voice, I feel the old jealousy rise in me. Even after so many years, it still lurks just under the surface. If Mum had lived, I might have had siblings. Foster homes taught me that biological children always take precedence. I have hardly any photos from my early childhood.

Joyce is telling me that her niece is a violin virtuoso. I change the subject, ask her where her interest in convicts comes from.

‘George and I are both history buffs,’ she says, ‘always have been. Of course you can’t really help it, living down here. Come and have a look.’

She opens the door to a sunny back room full of wicker furniture and flourishing pot plants. From a cupboard, Joyce gets out a fragment of coarsely woven fabric and hands it to me. ‘Unfortunately there’s not much left from the female prisons. They were so much smaller than Port Arthur. But this is what the ladies’ smocks were made of.’

I finger the rough fabric, try to look interested, but all I can think about is King. Then she gets out some photos of convict women. They glare at the camera. Bad or just sad? It’s hard to tell with their lips set in a hard line, hair scraped into buns and stiff dresses buttoned up to the chin.

‘Are you related to any of them?’ I ask.

‘No, not me. My parents were both born in Glasgow.’

‘Apparently King is, on his mother’s side.’

‘Most people down here are. Nothing at all to be ashamed of.’

‘No, of course not. Actually, I’ve been doing a bit of research myself, into King’s family. There was a girl called Susie who disappeared years ago, apparently she was staying with the Hammonds.’

‘I did hear about that. Such a sad business.’

‘Do you know anything about it?’

‘They never found the poor lass. That’s all I know.’

‘Any suspects?’

Joyce surprises me by taking my hand. ‘You know, my dear, there are some people down here who like to gossip and stir up trouble. I’m not one of them.’

I feel myself going red. ‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘Would you like to see the rest of my ladies’ things? Life wasn’t much better for them, I can tell you!’

Joyce opens a cupboard, lifts out an object wrapped in a white sheet. She puts it on a wicker side table and unwraps it. ‘Only a few of these still around. I was lucky to find this at an auction years ago.’

It is an iron collar with five blunt spikes that radiate out from it and a long chain. I can’t help but shudder.

‘Just dreadful, isn’t it? Look, I’ll show you how it works.’ She unclips the collar and it bends in two. Then she places it around her own neck, clips it shut at the back. The spikes dig into her shoulders and her old, saggy neck is horribly elongated. I leap up, instinct telling me to get it off her, but she steps away. ‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ she says. ‘I demonstrate this for tourists all the time. Gives you a much clearer sense of how it worked when you see it on.’

I tell King about this in the car, turning my description of Joyce into something comical, like she was dressed for a bondage session with her husband. He laughs, and the tension between us lifts. I ask him about Ruth, why she wasn’t left half of her father’s estate. He tells me he doesn’t know his father’s motivations, that he needs to think it all through, work out exactly what to do.

‘I feel like you’re keeping secrets from me,’ I say. ‘And I don’t like it.’

King says nothing, but then pulls over onto a boggy patch of grass at the side of the road. Mud splatters the windscreen. He turns and cups my face in his hands, kisses me. I can smell mint on his breath.

‘There are things from my childhood that I need to tell you about. I’ve been waiting for the right time.’

‘You know that I’ll understand. Whatever it is, I promise.’

‘I know that, sweetheart. I never doubted it. It’s just that now isn’t right. I want to put all of this behind us and get home before our little girl comes. I’ll tell you everything then. Please will you trust me? I swear once this is done there will be no more secrets.’

‘But King—’

‘I’m only just holding it all together,’ he whispers.

‘Oh darling, I didn’t know that. You always seem so strong. You haven’t even cried.’

‘It’s the way I cope. Always has been – probably not healthy.’ And for the first time, his eyes are glazed with tears.

‘I’ll drop it,’ I say. ‘But as soon as we’re home …’

‘Absolutely everything.’

Over dinner that night, we talk about what we’ll do before the funeral. King wants me to stay at the pub while he gets started on the house. There is a lot to do before it can go on the market. I protest and offer to help but am relieved when he refuses. I do not ask him about the will again, or mention Ruth or Susie. He leaves early the next morning to head back to the house, telling me he’s going to work into the night to get as much done as possible.

I should enjoy the luxury of a day alone, but after a walk and a few hours of reading, I’m bored and lonely. By six o’clock it’s as dark as midnight outside, and I need company. So, I sit at the bar in the hope of a conversation.

Bob is too busy to chat, and Gail is joking with a table full of locals, all male. Hopefully that means she’ll keep away from me. I don’t want any more of her gossipy revelations. She’s wearing tight, white jeans and a headband adorned with plastic tropical flowers. Disco music from the 1970s plays on constant rotation: the Bee Gees’s Saturday Night Fever, all the hits from Grease. I’m not sure how much more of it I can bear.

It’s a Friday night and the place is full of locals. They are mostly ancient men who stare at me like I’m the first pregnant woman they’ve ever seen. The few younger men in flannelette shirts and freshly polished boots avoid looking at me at all, as if I might have something contagious.

A man tiny enough to be a jockey sidles up to me. ‘Hello there,’ he says in a surprisingly gruff voice. ‘Like to buy a raffle ticket for the RSL? First prize is a trip to Surfers Paradise.’

I tell him I don’t have any money with me.

‘What’re you doing here all on your lonesome?’

‘I’m not. My husband will be here in a minute.’

‘Well, I’m going to dance the tango with Mother,’ he says. ‘We have a firm appointment every Friday evening.’ And then he leaves.

I’m still puzzling over this encounter, when I notice a dishevelled old woman wearing a striped beanie. She is staring at me. I’ve had enough and stand up, ready to go back to the room, but she’s already crossed the floor and plonks herself down on the bar stool beside me. She stinks of booze and has ginger-coloured eyes like a dingo.

‘Hilda Mitchell,’ she says, ‘and who are you?’

I want to just leave without replying, but she’s frail and old like nearly everyone else here, and probably alone in the world. It can’t hurt to talk for a moment.

‘Hi, I’m Grace.’

‘Grace who?’

‘Hammond, Grace Hammond.’

‘Kingsley’s wife?’

I force myself to smile and nod. I hate the way everyone knows each other here. It would have been smart to give her my unmarried name instead.

‘You’re not staying at Blackwater?’

‘Blackwater?’

‘Blackwater Female Factory – Thomas’s house.’

‘Hammond House?’

She laughs. ‘Well, that’s what he called it to be posh.’

‘So there were female convicts there?’ I think of the iron collar, the spikes.

‘That’s why it’s a factory not a prison. Still the same thing, though. Made the girls do laundry work in the cold. Blue hands and feet. Frozen hearts.’

‘Frozen hearts?’

‘No other choice.’

I smile politely.

‘But you’re not staying there?’ she presses.

‘No.’

‘Good. I’ll give you a reading.’ She suddenly reaches out and grabs hold of my wrists with a vice-like grip. I’m too surprised to resist as she pulls my hands towards her and turns them over, palms up.

‘I don’t believe in all of that.’

‘Makes no difference what you believe. The palms don’t lie.’ She looks up and pierces me with her ginger eyes.

I’m bored and time is limping. ‘Alright then,’ I say.

Hilda nods, satisfied. She holds my two hands together between both of hers, closes her eyes and breathes deeply. Her breath smells like garlic.

Then her eyes snap open. She takes my right hand, turns it palm up again and starts to stroke it while she studies the lines. I resist the urge to pull my hand away.

She lets out a tutting noise. ‘This is a troubled palm.’

She runs her index finger along the lines. ‘This palm is your past and present, what you were born with and what has happened up until now. The left is your future.’ Then she bows her head and examines it for what seems like a long time. I wonder if she has fallen asleep, but then her hooded eyes spring back up to meet mine. ‘You came from great sadness,’ she says.

Then she recites something about searching and needing love that could apply to absolutely anyone. She studies my palm some more before speaking again.

‘There’s a strong love line here. But here’ – she points – ‘there is dishonesty, a complete breakdown in communications. Does that make sense to you?’

‘No.’ I will not give her anything to work with. That is how these frauds operate, picking up the smallest of clues and running with them. I’ve never been gullible like that.

‘But the future is what really matters, that’s what we need to see.’ Hilda picks up my other palm and falters, then lets out a little gasp. ‘The lines are almost completely different! A great change is coming!’ With slow reverence she looks upwards, still gripping my palm. ‘Oh, great and mighty Goddess, I bow down before your goodness. Grant me the wisdom to hear, the heart to feel, and the eyes to see.’

This is sounding more and more like hocus pocus by the minute. I have to stifle a snort of derision. I glance up to see if anyone is watching us, but the men are too busy talking and drinking to notice. Gail is making her way around the tables with a giant jug of water, chatting to anyone who will listen.

‘The Goddess speaks.’ Hilda’s orange eyes gleam. ‘When the time comes, you’ll find courage you never knew. You are stronger than you realise … stronger than your mother was. But she will be there with you when the terrible time comes.’

She looks back down and starts to shake.

‘There is suffering, darkness … great danger … and death! The baby … oh, it’s not safe. It’s not safe! The past is coming back to haunt the present once again, and you are caught in the eye of its storm. You – and the baby!’ She looks up at me, stricken.

Then she abruptly looks across the room and I follow her gaze. Bob is glaring at her. She jolts forwards and her drink sloshes onto the table. There’s a frantic look in her eyes as she pulls herself off the bar stool. Hilda squeezes my wrist and her rings press into my skin.

‘Beware when two stains meet,’ she hisses.

And then she is gone.





Chapter Eight

The old woman’s words won’t leave me. I’m spooked by this place, the people and the secrets. I just want to fly home right now. Instead, I go back to the room and give in to tears. The walking fish has glued its feet to the front of the tank. It watches me with shiny eyes. I can’t help myself; I toss a bath towel over it.

~

It does not rain on the day of the funeral, but it is so cold my nose streams as we stand over the deep, open grave. The cemetery is a mess of jagged headstones struggling to stay upright, and sunken, cracked graves as if the dead have tried to flee. I ask King why Ruth isn’t here.

‘She doesn’t like leaving the house.’

‘Even for this?’

He shrugs. How does he think we are going to sell the place and get her to move out if she won’t even come to her father’s funeral?

On the way in we passed a small, well-tended section of gleaming black marble and limp flowers in jars, but that is not where Old Tom’s grave is. He is in a rundown section at the back of the cemetery, sandwiched between two ancient graves covered with lichen the colour of cigarette ash.

Apart from us, there are only three other mourners. I cannot know if this is because of how quickly the funeral occurred, or because Old Tom had few friends. One of them is Bob. The other two are both men who look like the next funeral will be their own. I’m embarrassed by the plain, pine coffin and meagre bunch of green leaves that sits on top of it. There are only four flowers. The vicar, who we did not meet beforehand, says a few generic words, and then the coffin is lowered into the ground. I’ve never seen King so emotionless. He scoops up a handful of dirt and hurls it on top of the coffin where it lands with a thud.

After the brief ceremony, the mourners each approach King in turn, like the three wise men, to shake his hand and offer condolences. Bob engages them briefly in conversation, and one of the men turns to me. There is gingery hair sprouting from his huge nose. I can’t help but think of carrots, and suddenly I’m fighting back giggles. Along with the tears, this is happening more and more often.

‘My deepest and most sincere condolences to you, Mrs Hammond,’ he says.

And insanely, this makes me want to howl with laughter. I lower my eyes in the hope it looks like I’m grieving and manage to say thanks.

‘Thomas was a good man. I always had time for him,’ he says. ‘God bless his soul.’

King comes up behind me and takes my arm. ‘Hello, Trevor,’ he says. ‘Thanks for coming.’

Eventually, we say our goodbyes, and King and I leave the open grave. ‘Shouldn’t we have asked them back for a drink? I’m sure Bob wouldn’t mind organising something. It’s nearly lunchtime.’

‘I don’t want a wake for my father.’

‘But it would be nice to buy them a drink or something. They seemed to like your father.’

‘They’re the only ones who did.’

‘Really?’

‘It’s over now,’ he says.

But there’s a voice inside me that says it’s only just beginning.

I feel exhausted. We go back to our room at the pub, and King curls up on the bed. I am worried about him.

‘Let me sort out some food,’ I say.

‘I’ll do it, babe. You should rest.’

‘Stay there. I’ll be right back.’

I go into the bar, but it’s empty. Gail is outside, kneeling on a piece of cardboard as she pulls weeds from a garden bed. She’s wearing an oversized pair of headphones covered with pink fake fur.

‘Hi, do you think we could get something to eat?’

She turns around, glares at me. ‘Isn’t Bob in there?’

‘Couldn’t see him.’

She pulls off the headphones. Sighs. The music is so loud, I can hear it throbbing.

‘What do you want, then?’

‘Maybe some sandwiches? Whatever you’ve got. Hey,’ I add, surprising myself, ‘do you know an old woman called Hilda?’

‘Yeah, so?’

‘…what’s her story?’

‘Mad as a cut snake.’ Gail pulls the headphones back over her ears and goes back to weeding.

I’m strangely reassured by this exchange.

We wait nearly an hour for the sandwiches. Bob brings them in, but the ham is sweaty, and I cannot stomach it. King eats just one, then lies down beside me on the bed and puts his arms around me. I undo the first few buttons of his shirt and rest my head on his shoulder. Then I rub my fingers through the wiry hair on his chest. I love the way his chest smells and sometimes joke that I want to bottle that smell, call it eau-de-King’s-chest. Its mustiness is sharp on my fingertips, but it is elusive and always vanishes too quickly.

‘Thank you, babe,’ he says.

‘What for?’

‘Because you’re so lovely, so easy.’ He picks up my hand and kisses the knuckle of each finger before placing it back on his chest.

‘Easy? Did you just call me easy?’ I push my belly against him. ‘Is that why I’m in this state?’

He laughs, and I wrap my arms around him, the baby snug between us.

King was ecstatic when I told him I was pregnant. It was an accident, a missed contraceptive pill – something I was sure would never happen to me. I’d always been so careful, did not ever want to end up a single mother like Mum.

At first, I planned to end the pregnancy. After all, what did I know about babies? There were years ahead of me to have children, and we’d only been a couple for just under a year. I needed to be absolutely sure about us. But then I started seeing pregnant women everywhere – in the apartment next door, on the tram, waiting in line for my morning coffee. How had I never noticed them before?

One day a young mum came into the boutique  with her baby. I held him as she tried on some clothes. And as I gazed at the gurgling, blue-eyed, powdery-smelling newborn, I was smitten. Perhaps a baby was just what I needed: love that could never be taken away from me.

King asks me to come and help with the house tomorrow. ‘I know you can’t do much and I don’t want you to get tired, but maybe just go through some of the small things, see if there’s anything worth giving to charity. Everything else gets chucked out.’

‘Of course, darling. I’ll do everything I can. We’ll get it over with in no time.’

‘Let’s stay here tonight, but tomorrow we’ll have to move back in.’

The baby twists, and I wince. ‘Can’t we just stay here?’

‘It’s expensive,’ he says, ‘and there’s really no need. He kept a room for guests, not that he ever had any. It’s not too bad, just needs a clean, that’s all.’

He’s right about the money. We had no time to save up for a baby and will struggle on one income. King’s first job in marketing wasn’t until he was in his late thirties. Before that it was hospitality. He doesn’t have much money saved, and neither do I. Plus I’m hoping not to go back to work for the first six months of our baby’s life.

Hammond House might be on the market for years before it sells. It’s hardly prime real estate. And who would want it once they hear all the superstitious locals talking. I suppose it makes sense to stay there, to save money. But then I think of his father’s venom, the cluttered, dark house with the mysterious twin sister.

‘Do we have to?’ I say. ‘I heard the house was empty for years before your father bought it, that people thought it was haunted.’

King shifts so that we are lying face to face. ‘Everywhere around here has some sort of awful convict history.’ He smiles teasingly. ‘Hand on my heart, I never saw a single ghost the whole time I lived there. I think we’ll be safe … It will be good for Ruth to get to know you.’

It is the first time he’s mentioned her by name. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, it will. King, what will she do if she can’t leave the house?’

‘I’ll find her somewhere to rent around here. Rents are cheap and there’s enough in the old man’s account to keep her going for a while. And I’ll ring a real estate agent tomorrow, tell them we want the place on the market in a fortnight. I promise you, we’ll be out of there by then, no matter what state it’s in.’

I want to say something about needing the money for the baby but don’t. Besides, it’s probably unfair when we’ve got the house. ‘Why does she still live at home?’

‘She’s got issues, her mental health.’

‘You haven’t said that before.’

‘You’ll see when you meet her.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me your mother fell down the stairs in the house?’

‘I did.’

‘You said she had a stroke.’

‘Yes, a stroke.’

‘So a stroke and then she fell down the stairs?’

‘Exactly.’

‘It’s just that you never mentioned the stairs before.’

‘Are you spooked about that now?’

‘Give me a break.’

‘Did you know that convict ghosts aren’t dangerous because they’re always handcuffed?’ King holds his wrists together. ‘Wooooo-woooo.’

‘Don’t change the subject. Why you didn’t tell me about your mum?’

‘I really thought I did. But it’s not something I like talking about, to be honest. It was hard.’

‘I get it,’ I say. But it makes no sense. He told me about his mother’s death when we first met, when there was no chance of me even visiting the house, let alone staying there. King did not mention stairs. In fact, I’m pretty sure he said she died in hospital.





Chapter Nine

King gets up to go to the bathroom in the night, and on the way back to bed, he takes the towel off the fish tank. Even though it is dark, I can feel the thing watching me all night long. I will put the towel back as soon as it’s light.

We are at the house by eight the following morning with some bags of groceries. There is actually a small general store nearby. As well as food it sells fishing tackle, heating fuel, second-hand chook pens and bags of manure.

The moment we pull up at the house, it starts to rain. Neither of us wants to leave the clammy warmth of the car. Our breath has made condensation on the car window. I rub it off with the edge of my sleeve. Outside is an iron shed, barely bigger than a child’s cubby house, hard up against the house. I ask King what’s in there.

‘Ruth’s menagerie,’ he says.

‘Her what?’

‘She rescues baby joeys. Wallabies and wombats mostly.’

‘Rescues? How?’

‘Pulls the babies out of the pouches of roadkill. Has to cut them out sometimes.’

‘Yuck. Seriously? Where does she get them?’

He shrugs. ‘All over the place. People sometimes bring them here.’

‘So does she get them better?’

‘Usually. She lets them go when they’re strong enough to survive. I have to warn you, they stink. Sometimes they shit in the house.’

‘That sounds hygienic.’

‘Don’t worry, babe. I’ll have a word to her about it.’

We get out of the car. The wind whips my umbrella inside out as I struggle up the path. I leave the sodden, spiky mess on the veranda. We haven’t even opened the door before the wind has slammed it against the side of the house.

Once we’re inside, we go to the downstairs guestroom where we will be sleeping. I’m glad I won’t have to constantly climb the stairs or be anywhere near Old Tom’s bedroom.

This guestroom is small because a slice of it has been shaved off to make another identical bedroom next door. It feels cramped and too full of big, dark furniture.

There is a bulky double-bedframe, the mattress covered in a brown bedspread that looks like it’s made of old bath towels, and a single trundle bed pushed into a corner. There is a chest of drawers, pockmarked with wormholes, and a looming wardrobe with a silvering mirror.

The walls are also made of flimsy plywood, painted the fleshy colour of the underside of a mushroom. A couple of generic pictures of the Tasmanian wilderness hang on the walls, and there’s a print of a teddy bear above the trundle bed. The curtains are shut, and when I open them, the room is not as gloomy as it seemed. Everything is furred and heavy with dust, but that will be easy enough to clean. There is no carpet in here, which hopefully means no fleas.

King places our suitcase on the floor by the window and then stares out at the view, saying nothing. I stand beside him. Through the filthy window, the garden is an overgrown mess of twisted shrubs and weeds. There’s a wooden shed in the distance that’s just visible beneath a carpet of ivy. I can see the remnants of a brick path leading down to a gate at the bottom of the property. You would need a stick to bash your way through it now.

We go upstairs to see the main bathroom. Although there is a toilet and shower downstairs, it’s outside and will be freezing at night. There again are those three closed doors on one side of the upstairs landing.

‘Ruth’s quarters,’ King says, gesturing to them. There is still no sign of her.

Up ahead are the stairs that lead to the third floor.

The door to Old Tom’s room is shut. I wander into the room beside his that is almost empty. The size of the ruins is clear from up here. Their perimeter is bigger than I thought. Piles of bricks mark places where there were other small buildings. At least one of those buildings would have contained cells. I remember reading about ‘deaf and dumb’ solitary cells at school. They were called that because the walls were so thick, no one could hear the convicts scream. I wrap my arms around myself and step away. It is freezing.

‘Is there heating?’ I ask.

‘There’s a couple of electric heaters here and there. That’s about it.’

I notice one partially hidden by the heavy curtains. It’s so old, it looks hazardous. I point to it. ‘Looks like it’s from the Dark Ages.’

Back downstairs, I suggest we strip the bed and leave it to air. King helps me take off the blankets, which are riddled with moth-holes, and the stiff sheets that look like something from an institution. At least they are clean. I’m relieved to find nothing living in the bed, but the mattress is stained and feels slightly damp.

King has brought down the old heater, and I plug it in and turn it up high. It glows orange and makes an ominous crackling noise, but it doesn’t cause the electricity to go out, so I can only assume it’s safe enough.

‘I’m dying for a cup of tea,’ I say. ‘Should I knock on Ruth’s door and see if she wants one?’

‘Just leave her. She’ll crawl out of her den when she’s ready … Come here, sweetheart.’

King opens his arms, and I press against him. ‘I know it’s awful but we’ll be out of here soon. I’m so sorry we have to do this.’

‘It’s okay, we’ll get through it.’

We walk towards the kitchen arm in arm. The room next door to the cluttered front room is open, and I stand in the doorway to look inside. It is clearly where Old Tom spent his time. There is a sagging couch and a coffee table made of wooden crates. On it sits an array of dirty cups, glasses and a rank-smelling ashtray filled with butts. Like the other room, there is not much furniture but plenty of junk and piles of old newspapers. In the corner squats a dog, a mastiff with bared teeth and bright pink gums. I stumble back.

‘Don’t be scared, it won’t bite,’ says King. ‘Bloody ugly thing, it’s taxidermy.’

‘God, it’s awful.’ But I have to get a closer look. The dog’s coarse black coat is thin in places, like it’s been nibbled by insects, and up close the eyes are clearly glass. It wears a thick collar made of cardboard. The word Neck is written on it with black pen.

‘Why “Neck”?’ I say.

‘Old bastard’s idea of a joke.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘Back when there were convicts, they chained wild dogs up across Eaglehawk Neck. You know, that thin bit of land we crossed to get here.’

‘Why?’

‘So there was no way to escape.’

I shiver.

The kitchen smells vile, like overripe bananas and fermented vegetable scraps. Otherwise, it is not as bad as I expected. The sink is filled with dirty dishes left to soak in scummy water and a couple of lazy flies feed off the rough wooden benchtop, but it could be a lot worse. On the deep windowsill is some paper towel and on top of this, several baby’s bottles and rubber teats. I look at King.

‘For the joeys,’ he says.

‘Where are they?’

King shrugs. ‘The menagerie, I suppose. Probably some in her room. I’m going to check on the water tank,’ he says. ‘I’ll go out and get some stickers later. You can put them on things that can go to charity, and I’ll assume the rest is for the skip. I’ll clear out the rubbish. You won’t need to lift anything.’

King leaves and I try to light the stove with a giant match. There is no gas supply down here, and the stove runs on bottled gas. An industrial-sized container of it sits in the corner of the kitchen – yet another thing for me to worry about, because I’m sure it should be outside. There is a large ‘Flammable’ sticker on it.

After several failed attempts, I manage to light one of the burners, and the flame whooshes into angry life. I fill the kettle. Water sputters from the tap and then spurts out with a gush. The kettle is sticky with grease from the stove, but I tell myself the boiling water will kill off any bacteria lurking inside.

I can’t seem to shake off the cold, even though we’ve put on the electric heater in here, too, so I go into our bedroom to get my coat. I’ll have to wear it inside until the place heats up. I feel instantly better once it’s around my shoulders. The heater in here is working well, although the mattress has got a long way to go before it dries out completely.

Going back upstairs is irresistible. Maybe Ruth will hear me and come out onto the landing. The three doors to Ruth’s Quarters are still tantalisingly closed. I put my ear against each one in turn. Then I tap gently on the door, call ‘hello’ into the silence and wait for a minute or two. Nothing.

As I walk back down the stairs, my shoe catches on a nail. I grip the banister and then pause for a moment, trying not to think about what could have happened. I feel slightly dizzy and sit down on one of the steps to wait it out. The nail is sticking right out of the step – dangerous, and also very obvious. I wonder how Ruth and her father could not have noticed it before.

I try to pull the nail out, but it won’t move. There’s a scarf in my coat pocket, and I wrap it around my hand to give me some leverage. At first nothing happens, it’s tighter than I thought, but slowly working it back and forth makes the hole a little bigger, and it finally releases. I’ve never seen a nail quite like it. It’s long and thick and rusty around the base. I’m glad it didn’t end up embedded in my foot.

I jiggle the stair to make sure it is stable before I stand up, and the whole thing lifts like the lid of a box. Underneath is the faint smell of a creature long dead and a glimpse of the beams that hold the stairs together. An envelope has been inserted under one of the beams. I pull at it, and it slips out easily. On the front of the envelope, where an address should be, it simply reads: DEAR HOUSE.

I feel a flash of excitement that I’ve found another letter, then guilty as I slip my thumbnail under the seal and pull out the single sheet of paper inside. The paper has been folded over several times until it’s become a small square, like a secret note passed around in a classroom. It has been written on thick, expensive paper, the kind that’s used for invitations or love letters. Underneath the smell of dust is something else, something floral that makes me think it was written by a woman. There are only two lines.

Dear House,

Keep us safe.

I fold the letter up, slip it back into the envelope. The handwriting is identical to the first letter I found. Maybe it was written by Susie McKenzie. Then I remember the old woman’s prediction about me and the baby not being safe, about the past coming back to haunt the present, and a jolt of fear runs through me.

And with the fear comes clarity. Although I accept that bad things happened in King’s childhood and he doesn’t want to tell me right now, I cannot just let this be. He is lying to me about Susie, about his mother, about Old Tom’s dying wish. I need answers. And I will not wait until we are home.

It’s raining again, and past the kitchen, a leak has resumed already in the lean-to at the back that was used as a dining room. Rain pings into a metal bucket and there’s a stain the size of a fist on the ceiling. I sit down on one of the hard kitchen chairs. On the windowsill is a jug of slightly curdled, thick yellow liquid. I assume it’s food for the joeys. It looks revolting. The bones of my backside ache.

I close my eyes for a few minutes and do the breathing they taught me at birth class. King and I were the best students. We asked the teacher lots of questions, read all the leaflets she gave us and practised putting on cloth nappies until we were faster than all the other couples. The teacher joked we were top of the class.

The only lesson I didn’t enjoy was baby resuscitation. We had to practise mouth-to-mouth on life-sized plastic babies. They had stalky necks that clicked into position when you tilted the chin and gaping black holes for mouths. The flesh-coloured mounds where eyes should be were like the blind eyes of a foetus. I’ve never liked dolls, and just the thought of pressing my lips to the plastic face unsettled me. King did the practical part of that lesson.

The joey’s formula smells sharp and acidic, like yoghurt that’s been out of the fridge too long. I turn my head, sensing I’m being watched. A shadowy figure stands in the hall, just beyond the kitchen doorway.

My heart beats in my throat. ‘Ruth? Is that you?’

The figure steps out of the gloom into the light of the kitchen. Finally, it is her.





Chapter Ten

I do not know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. She is neither woman nor girl. Her dark hair hangs loose, so long she could sit on it, but it’s streaked with bright white hairs that catch the light. Her skin is creamy and flawless, completely without lines, even though she’s forty-three. It’s the skin of a child who has never seen the sun. She has big eyes, round as buttons, and a shade of green so pale I can almost see through them. Her mouth is squashed around a jaw that’s too small for her broad, flat face, but there is something about her that is almost beautiful. I cannot stop staring.

Ruth does not have the body of a child. She is much taller than me and stocky, solid, although not overweight, with a shape that is almost masculine. She wears a knee-length dress the colour of dirt that looks like it came from a vintage shop and filthy sneakers. Over the dress is a shapeless apron, tied at the back and roughly made with a coarse fabric like calico. I can actually see crude hand-stitches done in the wrong colour cotton.

A thick belt circles her waist. A dozen or more old-fashioned keys on an iron ring hang from it. They give a muffled clang as she moves. I don’t know how she can bear the constant noise. Cradled in one arm is a pillowcase, and something small squirms inside it. She is staring at my belly, not lifting her eyes away for a moment.

My cheeks colour. ‘I’m Grace,’ I say.

Slowly she draws her eyes up to meet mine, extends her free hand like she wants me to shake it. I take her hand and she gives me a handshake that barely touches my skin. Her hand is rough and calloused.

‘Hi! So great to meet you!’ My voice is too high. ‘You gave me a fright.’

She frowns.

‘I mean, it’s fine, not a problem. I really wanted to meet you, this is great,’ I gabble.

‘Baby?’ she says.

‘Oh, didn’t King tell you?’ I cradle my bump. ‘Only a couple of months to go. I know I’m the size of a house.’

She doesn’t move. Her face is completely expressionless. She just stares and stares, not blinking once. Oh shit. Please don’t let me giggle.

I point at the pillowcase. ‘Is that a joey?’

Ruth nods.

‘Can I see it?’

Reluctantly she folds back the pillowcase and the scrunched up little face of a baby wallaby peeks out at me.

‘Oh, that is just so cute,’ I say.

The joey’s ears are long and silky, covered in soft fluff. Its little nose is wet. How I long to pat it.

But Ruth takes a step back. Then she walks over to the fridge, takes out a baby’s bottle with a teat attached and sits down at the kitchen table.

She does not really look like King, although she reminds me of him when she walks. I cannot put my finger on it exactly. Something about the gait, the way her hips move. She presses the teat into the joey’s mouth, and its arms flail about, trying to hold the bottle with its oversized paws. It feeds enthusiastically, and the tiny sucking sounds make my own breasts tingle. The urge to reach out and pat its head is so strong. I sit on my hands.

‘Are you doing okay?’ I say.

Ruth nods again. Her eyes shine. Tears? I can’t tell.

‘It must be really hard for you … losing your dad, poor thing. I’m so sorry about that.’ I’m speaking to her like she’s a child.

She says nothing. I feel impossibly awkward and glance down. There are scars on her arms, thin, white and slightly raised. She must notice me looking because she puts down the bottle and pulls down the sleeves of her dress.

 ‘Would you like tea?’ I say. ‘I was going to make some.’

Ruth shakes her head.

Bloody hell. This is going to be hard work. I stand and walk over to the cupboards to look for a mug and a tea bag, but feel uncomfortable. This is her house. Does she mind? Still, I open one of the cupboards.

Ruth stands and opens the door to the pantry. When her back is turned, I watch her every move. Her taut calves stretch and tighten as she reaches up to a high shelf. How does she stay so strong? Perhaps she walks along the backroads looking for roadkill. I don’t think she drives. Ruth pulls out a packet of chocolate biscuits, passes them to me without a word.

Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’ve been eating a truckload of these lately, don’t suppose a few more will make any difference.’

Ruth stares at my belly once again.

‘Yes, I know. I’m huge. Only chance you get to eat all the crap you like so I’m going for it!’

She doesn’t smile but continues to stare. Then she pulls out a tarnished silver chain from down the front of her dress. On it is a gold ring with a tiny, winking diamond. Is she showing it to me? I’m not sure if I should comment or not. Instinct makes me touch my own wedding band, twist it around my finger.

‘Do you want to feel the baby move?’

Ruth draws back, shakes her head, cradles her joey even tighter.

‘Are you sure you don’t want tea? Or coffee? I saw some in the pantry,’ I say.

‘Hot milk, please.’

There is an old microwave on top of a cupboard. I pour some milk into a cup and put it inside. The microwave makes a shuddery sound and smells like burnt plastic.

‘What name will it have?’ asks Ruth.

Five words and a question. I am making progress. But she speaks so formally and carefully, it throws me a little.

‘Louisa, for a girl. Old-fashioned, I know, but I’ve always loved it, and it was my mother’s name. Samuel for a boy. That’s King’s choice. I’m not a huge fan, to be honest, but I’m sure it’s a girl so I’m not thinking about it.’ I wait for her to say something. She doesn’t. ‘Possibly Emily for a middle name … that’s my middle name, too. But we’re not sure.’

‘Mother.’

‘She passed away a long time ago,’ I say. ‘But I always thought that if I had a girl, she’d have her name.’

‘A girl,’ she says. It sounds more like a confirmation.

‘You agree? People always go on about how they can tell by the way you’re carrying, blah, blah, blah. But it’s not that. I just, well, know. King thinks it’s a bit mad and I get that – plus I think he secretly wants a boy. All men do, don’t they? Want a boy so they can play trains, be little kids again. Whoo, whoo, number nine coming into the station!’ I cannot believe I actually said that, but she’s making me so nervous. I wish King would come. Where the hell is he?

The kettle has boiled. I turn off the stove and pour bubbling water over the tea bag, trying to ignore the oily scum in my mug. I’ve scrubbed it clean so it must be the water. Old pipes, perhaps. The microwave dings and I take out the warm milk and carry both hot mugs over to the table.

I can’t work her out. Perhaps it’s only that she’s not used to having strangers around. Up until now I have just accepted that she is reclusive, but now I want to know everything about her. The joey has fallen asleep, and silence fills the room completely, amplifying the slow drip of the kitchen tap. ‘Have to get that fixed,’ I say. ‘Must annoy you.’

Silence.

We sit down and drink. I can hear us both swallowing. Ruth won’t stop staring at my belly. Maybe she feels envious – didn’t have a chance to have her own child. But it doesn’t feel like envy. She can’t possibly be so naive that she hasn’t seen plenty of pregnant women before.

She pulls her eyes away and takes one biscuit out of the packet and hands it to me. It’s a strangely intimate thing to do with someone you don’t know. I take it, and  notice that the nails on the hand she passed it with are black with dirt. I place the biscuit on the table and tell her I’ll save it for later.

Ruth takes a biscuit for herself and then turns and puts the packet back in the cupboard. Clearly we are on rations. Then she breaks off a piece of her own biscuit and puts it in her mouth. She does not chew. There is a sound like she is sucking it. I stand, go to the sink and busy myself wiping the bench that King has already got perfectly clean, until finally – finally – he walks in.

‘Ruthie,’ he says.

They step into an embrace. Entwined, they look strangely alike. They are exactly the same height. Ruth rubs her hand in slow circles around his back, comforting him like he’s a child. I’m shocked and a little horrified to see King’s head resting on her shoulder, eyes squeezed shut. So compliant. So reduced.

This is not their first meeting since we arrived. Will they always greet each other like this? Maybe it’s normal for twins. I shouldn’t judge. But he is often dismissive when he speaks of her. This is not the relationship I imagined at all.

He pulls away and comes and stands by my side. ‘Ruthie, you’ve met Grace?’

She is staring hard at him, but her face is blank. Does she ever blink?

‘We’ve been chatting,’ I say, realising how ridiculous this sounds. ‘I was telling Ruth how I’m sure our baby’s a girl.’

‘Even got some pink things already,’ says King. ‘And we’ve chosen a name.’

‘Louisa,’ says Ruth.

‘Samuel for a boy, but looks like that might have to wait for number two.’

‘She doesn’t like it,’ says Ruth.

‘Really?’ King turns to me.

‘Well, I don’t love it. It’s a bit biblical.’

‘You never said.’

‘Because it’s not relevant, and you let me have Louisa when you really wanted Isobel so …’

The edges of Ruth’s mouth quiver just slightly.

‘It stinks in here,’ says King. ‘The joeys are meant to live outside.’

Ruth places the bundled joey down on the table, right beside the chocolate biscuit she got out for me. It makes a mewling sound, almost like a kitten. Some white liquid dribbles from its mouth. King is right. It stinks.





Chapter Eleven

King says he’s going out to pick up the stickers and something for dinner, and I go down to the front room to start sorting. I don’t like being in the house without him. It’s easy to imagine Old Tom is still floating around, spitting his venom into every room. I close the door. I don’t want Ruth to come in and surprise me. In fact, I could do without having another awkward conversation with her ever again.

But once I’ve closed the door, I hesitate. The amount there is to sort through in this room is overwhelming. And with King out, now is a good time to explore the attic. I’m willing to bet there’ll be more of those hidden letters to the house, and maybe some other clues that might tell me something about this family. When I get to the landing, I tiptoe to the door of Ruth’s room and place my ear against the wood. Whispering voices – perhaps she’s talking to herself. Then I’m shocked by the sound of her giggling. A board creaks under my weight and there is instant silence.

It’s a long time since anyone has walked up the second flight of stairs. The dust is so thick I could write my name in it. After I take my first measured, careful steps, I turn back and can see the distinct shape of my shoes, and my crazy brain imagines I’m being followed. Even though the staircase twists sharply to the right, with a tiny landing under a slanted ceiling that I must duck to clear, it is not as long as I thought it was. And then there is the shut door in front of me with a brass knob gone green. The door is shrunken compared to the grand scale of the doors in the rest of the house, and I feel like I’m about to enter a doll’s house.

My heart thrums, and the baby squirms as I grip the handle and twist. At first, nothing happens. The door is swollen with damp, and I have to use my shoulder before it finally gives. When it does, the door opens into a room that is so tiny, it hardly seems habitable.

On one side is a triangular section of  roof that slopes sharply all the way down to meet the floor. The room is bisected by a fibro wall and door on the opposite side. Even though I’m not tall, I can only stand up straight right in the middle. I push open the door and peer into the dank roof space. I can just make out some rolls of mouldering carpet and rusty paint tins. There’s a squeaking sound like baby pigeons. 

There’s a miniature window with a ragged curtain strung across it on a fraying piece of elastic. The noise of the rain up here is so loud it makes my temples throb.

Spanning the length of the room is a low beam, painted white. Something has been carved through the thick paint into the wood of the beam. Two letters, A and B. I wonder who did it. A maid, perhaps – wild with boredom, or just wild, digging words into the wood with a knife stolen from the kitchen.

Against one wall is an iron bed that looks even smaller than a single, with loose, rusty springs and no mattress. An old-fashioned washstand with grey marble top, a single drawer and a cracked mirror is squashed beside the bed. These two pieces of furniture fill the room.  There’s the ammoniacal stink of pigeon shit and white splatters of it in one corner, a couple of feathers.

There is only one place to look for another letter – the top drawer of the washstand. It’s not locked, but it won’t open. I tug and wiggle.

Suddenly there’s an enormous crash as the mirror in its wooden frame falls forward, landing across my arms. Glass smashes, old wood splinters. It has fallen with such force from that small tug, I don’t even know how it’s possible. But then a deep, sharp pain registers in one arm. I use my other hand to lift the mirror off me and prop it on the ground against the stand. A shard of glass has embedded itself through the top of my arm, between my wrist bones. If my hand had been turned the other way, it could have slashed a vein.

The shard is not big, but it’s sharp, and I’m biting back tears as I pull it free. Using my other hand to staunch the blood, I go down the attic stairs faster than I should, into the upstairs bathroom to run water over the wound. Blood has seeped onto the sleeve of my top, but the wound is not so bad now it is clean. I won’t need stitches. I wind toilet paper around my wrist and walk out onto the landing. King appears at the top of the stairs.

‘Sweetheart! What’s happened?’

‘The mirror upstairs fell on me, but I’m okay. It doesn’t need stitches or anything. I thought you were out?’

‘Not yet … Ruth wanted to show me something. Let’s get you downstairs. There’s a first aid kit somewhere.’

‘Were you in her room?’

King is unwinding the toilet paper. It has already stuck to my arm and hurts as he peels it away. ‘The loo paper wasn’t the best idea. We’ll get some antiseptic on it, might sting though.’

‘What’s it like in there?’

‘Fine. More joeys.’

‘Stinks?’

‘You’ve got to be careful. It’s an old house. You didn’t need to go up those stairs.’

‘I’m pregnant, not disabled.’

He uses his nails to pick off a clump of paper that has stuck to the wound. ‘Ow,’ I say. ‘That hurts.’

The mattress has dried out by the time we go to bed, but I put three scratchy blankets underneath the bottom sheet just in case. It works well enough, but the smell of musty wool makes me queasy. The house is noisy at night. There’s the constant scurry of creatures above the ceiling, the creak of pipes settling in for the night. It’s still windy, and something loose flaps outside, banging intermittently. Then a possum starts its eerie hiss just outside the bedroom window.

I cannot sleep with this ugly orchestra. My bladder aches. I’m going to have to make the first of my several toilet trips for the night. King’s bought a heavy-duty torch so I won’t have to traverse the stairs, although he’s checked them thoroughly to make sure there are no more loose nails. I’m going to attempt a trip outside to the spidery room King calls the ‘al fresco dunny’. I put on my shoes, and even though my steps seem to ring out on the floorboards, he doesn’t stir.

My plans to use the dunny change the moment I open the back door. The darkness is thick, smothering, and even though there were so many noises inside the house, outside it is too silent. I shine the torch into the darkness. Something scurries away, rustles the bushes, and my decision is made. I close the door again, turn and walk down the hall towards the stairs. They are lit by wall lights – inverted glass triangles, art deco style, that give off a comforting pinkish glow. There is certainly enough light for it to be completely safe.

The bathroom is lit by a single bulb with no shade. There’s a black cord that hangs near the door. It needs to be yanked hard several times before the light flashes into life. When it does, the wattage is so high it stings my eyes. The bath dominates the room. It is deep and so coated in dirt I can’t guess what colour the enamel is beneath.

There are several layers of lino on the floor, one tacked thoughtlessly over the other so that the floor is higher than it should be and uneven in places. Over by the louvred window there’s a patch where several layers have worn away. I can see a swirly gold pattern underneath the current fake marble, and just under that, a mottled brown. There’s another leak up here. A lazy, infrequent plop that lands conveniently in the bath.

I sit on the toilet and force out just a few drops. It feels like the baby has plonked herself right on top of my bladder. Then I stand up and pull the old-fashioned chain.

I’ve never seen one of these before, except in a couple of historic houses I’ve visited. Like the light, I have to pump it several times before any water appears. When it finally does, the level in the bowl suddenly rises so fast it seems as if time has sped up. Within seconds it’s spilling over the bowl like there is a tap inside turned on full bore. I slam down the lid, but the pressure is strong, the seal is bad, and I can’t stop the seepage.

Sewerage spills over the porcelain and onto the floor – chunky, thick brown water, wads of sodden toilet paper, a smell like I’ve been plunged headfirst into a drain. Before I know it, I’m down on my knees retching, vomiting, clutching the rim of the bath.

Then, just as quickly as it began, there is a horrible sucking sound and the gushing stops. I think about Hilda and her warnings. Is this what she meant? But I cannot allow myself to believe any of that. 

A beat passes, there is a gurgle from somewhere deep inside the plumbing, and I’m convinced it will start all over again. It doesn’t. Thank Christ it doesn’t. I manage to get to my feet and hang my head over the sink. I run cold water and it comes out mercifully clear. I splash it over my hands and face, swallow deep draughts of it, cleansing myself from the sickness and the smell and the horror of it all.

It takes a few minutes for the nausea to pass, and then I’m able to turn and look at the room. The filth has seeped over my feet, is squashing up between my toes like obscene mud. Somehow it has smeared itself on my arms. I turn back to the sink and scrub my hands, my face, my arms, again and again, not caring that the cracked bar of soap has Old Tom’s hairs embedded in it. But nothing can stop the stench from the brown sludge that coats the floor. Tears burn my eyes, and I can feel the sickness rising in me again.

‘Jesus Christ! What happened?’

I whirl around. King stands the doorway.

‘Get me the fuck out of this house,’ I say. ‘Now.’

King brings a clean bucket of soapy water up from the kitchen and sets it down in the hallway outside the bathroom, with a towel on the floor next to it. I walk over to it, my feet making a repulsive squelching sound. Then I plunge one foot in, his arms around me, and burst into tears.

‘I’m not staying here another minute.’

‘Put your foot on the towel and stick the other one in the bucket.’

‘Did you hear me? I want to go home.’

‘I know you do, sweetheart.’ He’s crouching on the floor, the muck on his own bare feet now too. He lifts my clean foot, pats it dry.

‘I’m going home, King.’ I get out my other foot and the water sloshes over the side of the bucket. Then I stamp them both on the towel. ‘You can’t keep me here.’

I feel King’s arms wrap tight around my legs. Then he kisses my knees, my thighs and makes a gulping sound. ‘Please, babe, I need you here … not just to help, but … for me.’

For a moment, I consider relenting. But it doesn’t last. ‘No. I’m sorry, darling, but it’s just not safe for the baby.’

‘I can make it safe. I promise! Just stay downstairs. I’ll bring you everything you need and make sure it’s all properly clean. There’s a chamber pot somewhere, you can wee in that at night if you like. We’ll be out of here in a week if I really get stuck into it.’

‘But—’

‘You make everything alright, no matter how bad things are. I can’t do this without you. Please stay, sweetheart.’

And I hear myself agree.





Chapter Twelve

I go down to the kitchen to wash properly and leave him to it. Even though it’s freezing cold in here, I scrub myself over and over with lemon washing-up detergent that stings my skin. It is a very long time until I feel clean.

I try to sleep, but it’s impossible. I long to be home. I fantasise about our perfect just-firm-enough mattress, the silky Egyptian cotton sheets, my electric blanket. Especially my electric blanket. But thinking about it makes me teary, and that just makes me feel stupid – I cannot cry about a damn bed.

It feels like hours before King comes back to the room. When he slips into bed beside me, he stinks. Or maybe it’s just the smell of sewerage lodged deep in my sinuses, a smell that feels like it will never leave. I turn away from him, bury my nose in my pillow and wait for sleep to finally come.

The next morning, it is still raining hard. Small leaks have sprung in several of the windows where the putty has fallen out. They run down to the windowsill and darken the grime that has collected there. Fortunately, our bedroom is less bleak. The glass in here looks like it’s been replaced. Perhaps Old Tom kept renting out this room after he gave up on the rest of the house. I wonder what kind of people stayed here over the years. It doesn’t seem like a place for families and is unimaginable as a romantic getaway for couples.

King has magically got a skip down here. It arrived while we were asleep. The thundering of metal as it slid to the ground from a truck woke me with a jolt. I return to the front room with my fresh roll of stickers to finally start sorting. I didn’t get anything done yesterday after the incident in the attic. I go over to a pair of glass-fronted china cabinets covered with a tattered lace cloth, with the intention of starting there. But I’m exhausted just at the thought of it and sit down for a moment on the couch. I peel off my first sticker and slap it on one of the arms. But really, who would want it? I peel the sticker off, screw it up and throw it onto the ground. I’m torn between searching for information and just sorting through junk to get us out of here quicker.

King comes into the room. He’s changed into work clothes I haven’t seen before – an old-man pair of denim dungarees and a shirt with a frayed collar. I have to assume they are his father’s clothes, and I wonder how he can bear to put on a dead man’s things.

‘Is Ruth engaged?’ I ask. ‘She’s got a ring.’

‘Not anymore,’ he says.

‘What happened?’

‘Bloke left her for someone else, years ago. I’m going to get started on the shed.’

‘Why? There’s so much to do in the house.’

‘Has to be done sometime. Don’t worry, we’ll get through this quickly. I promised, remember?’

‘But there’s stuff everywhere.’

‘Just put stickers on the good things.’

I point at the china cabinets. ‘I don’t have any idea what might be valuable in those.’

‘Nothing. It’s all worthless, but if it looks usable then send it to charity. The rest just gets chucked.’

‘Make sure you wear protective gloves when you’re working.’ King gets eczema when he’s stressed, and his hands are already pink and shiny.

He smiles and nods. Then turns serious. ‘Look, don’t tell Ruth we’re selling the place. Not yet.’

‘But she needs to know, so she can make plans. And we need to start looking for somewhere to rent.’

‘I just have to break it to her first – choose the right moment. She’s really attached to this place.’

‘She’s going to absolutely hate us.’

‘That won’t happen.’

‘I think you’re kidding yourself about that.’

‘There is love between us.’

‘That’s a bizarre way to put it.’

‘Twins,’ he says and turns away.

The feeling of this all being too much overwhelms me again. We should be doing it together, not me on my own, sorting out the detritus of his father’s life. If we did the rooms together, we could put on some music, chat, at least attempt to make it bearable.

The china cabinet does seem like the obvious place to start with the stickers. Even though the porcelain dogs and floral dishes inside are all grotesque, they are at least worth sending to charity. When I find papers, I’ll flick through them, the rest of the time I’ll sort and chuck.

I sense movement and turn towards the half-open curtains. A mouse scurries up them, so fast I wonder if I’ve imagined it. Sheets of rain slice down hard outside the window, completely obscuring any view. I pull back the curtains and hook them over polished wooden knobs. At least now the room is not so dull and the fleas seem to have disappeared. Mouse poo is heaped in one corner.

I twist the ornate key that opens one of the cabinets and begin with the stickers. It’s slow work, and hard. I spend time studying each object, trying to work out if it’s worth keeping, and also, against King’s wishes, if there’s anything valuable after all I could smuggle home and sell without him knowing.

But then I realise that we haven’t talked about packing this stuff up. I’ll need newspapers and boxes so that things don’t get broken. It seems like a stupid omission because it will mean double-handling everything and staying longer in this vile place. I get my coat and head outside to find King. Fortunately there’s an umbrella by the door.

It’s wonderful to get out of the house, the air so fresh and crisp, and I stand still for a moment, rain drumming on the umbrella. Then I walk towards to the ivy-covered shed that I saw from the window. Knee-high grass and weeds wet the bottom of my jeans, but at least my sensible pregnancy shoes are waterproof.

I change course and decide I’ll walk the other way instead, so I can see how badly the vegetation has invaded the south side of the house.

On the way, I poke my head into Ruth’s tiny menagerie on the side of the house – and quickly pull it out again. It stinks like rotting meat. But there’s a joey in the box nearest the door and it pokes up its little head. It is snuggled against a hot water bottle with a hand-knitted cover. This tugs at my heart, and I hurry away before the tears start again.

The vegetation is worse than I imagined. Trees and shrubs have formed an impenetrable thicket about four metres deep that towers to the windows on the second floor. A chainsaw would be needed to make any progress here at all, and someone to cut down the fig tree that fingers the roofline and seems to support all the other growth. I hope King won’t decide this needs to be cleared before the house is sold.

A small space has been hacked out of the shrubs, just big enough to house a rowboat that sits in there on the ground, right way up. It’s very old and weather-beaten. I think about King and Ruth playing in the black water. Perhaps this was their boat. A mossy garden has grown in the water that’s collected inside. In summer, it would be swarming with mosquitos.

I walk on to the shed, careful not to slip in several patches of mud. The shed is not a sturdy structure. Its weatherboards are warped by the wind and rain, and some arch away from the building like they are trying to run. There’s a steeply sloping tin roof and in places where the ivy is thinner, I can see the tin has rusted through. I doubt it’s weatherproof. Why is King bothering to sort things out here when surely it’s just full of sodden rubbish?

With all his secrets, some instinct makes me want to see what he’s doing without him knowing I’m there. I sneak up to the open doorway and can hear the sound of wood being wrenched up with little care. Confused, I peer inside. It is dark, but the holes in the roof have created weak spots of light.

King is shirtless, dungarees hanging loosely around his waist. He’s working furiously, ripping up the floorboards of the shed with a crowbar. He has already demolished most of the back wall. King is lean, all sinew and bone, but he is still strong. Several floorboards have already been lifted, revealing the dark earth below. As he hacks away, sweat flies from his forehead to the ground.

I have never seen him work like this. King’s a man with soft hands who doesn’t much like manual labour, and he’s not wearing gloves. The eczema on the back of his hands is livid red. He turns around.

‘Grace?’ His face is streaked with dirt and sweat, eyes bloodshot. Perhaps he isn’t sleeping.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask.

He falters for just a moment. ‘Place will be worth more without this God-awful shed. It obstructs the view of the water. Won’t take me long to tear it down.’

‘Why bother? Someone will probably put a bobcat through the whole place anyway.’

‘But you can’t see the water view with it in the way. Buyers need to see that.’

I think of the water, still and swampy, and then black. ‘I think there are mice.’

‘Of course there are mice. It’s an old house.’

‘Can you put down some bait or something? You said you’d make things okay if I stayed.’

‘Will do. Glue boards work best, and it means there’s no poison lying around.’

I remember the reason I’m here. ‘I need some paper and boxes to wrap the china.’

King lets the crowbar clatter to the ground. ‘Right. I hadn’t thought of that. Just keep on with the stickers and I’ll go out and get some later.’

‘Why don’t I do it? You’re busy.’ The idea of getting out of here, even for just an hour, fills me with relief.

‘Okay.’ He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the car keys. ‘Local shop should be able to give you some boxes and old newspapers. You know where to go?’

I don’t, but I nod.

‘Right then.’

‘You want anything else while I’m out?’

‘Nope.’ He picks up the crowbar and returns to his senseless work. There is no goodbye kiss. No nice words or reassurance. I am already regretting that I agreed to stay.





Chapter Thirteen

In the car, I blast the new album by the Red Hot Chili Peppers, and instantly feel like I’ve time travelled back to the actual present, to the real world, my real life. There’s chocolate in the console, milk chocolate filled with gooey caramel. I put four squares in my mouth and I’m almost myself again. Six and the job is done.

The only place I can find my way to without getting lost is the pub. I haven’t felt like alcohol since I’ve been pregnant, but suddenly I’m overwhelmed by the need for some. My mouth waters at the thought of a vodka and lemonade. I’m hoping that Bob will be there. I want to talk to him about the old woman, Hilda, even though I don’t really believe any of what she said.

The rain has stopped as I pull into the pub car park, and the sun struggles to punch through the heavy clouds. I realise that it’s only ten in the morning. The pub is not even open for business yet, but the front door opens when I push it, and there’s Bob, polishing the bar with his citrus wax. The smell is reassuringly safe and familiar. I can hear the whine of a vacuum cleaner in the distance. I don’t want to have to face Gail and her questions about the funeral, about the house. More nasty comments about the weird twins.

Bob waves cheerily as I walk in. ‘Bit early for a lady in your delicate state to be hitting the grog, isn’t it?’

I laugh, the thought of vodka already repugnant. And suddenly I want to hug him, to feel close to someone, and have him tell me everything will be fine. But the urge quickly passes, then seems ridiculous. ‘Sorry to bother you, but we’re packing up the house and I need boxes and paper. Any idea where I can pick some up?’

‘Packing it up? What for?’

‘Have you seen the place? Floor to ceiling crap.’

It was meant to be a joke, but Bob is not smiling.

‘Packing it up for what? Isn’t Ruth staying there? She loves the old place, never known any other home – and she’s got the joey shelter.’

He smiles, but there’s something in it that makes me cautious. Everyone around here talks. I need to be careful.

‘Just having a clean-up for her that’s all. Get rid of some stuff. No one should live there in that state.’

‘Why don’t you just get yourselves home? Ruth’ll be fine. Look, I know it’s none of my beeswax but …’ He glances down at my belly.

‘I’ve still got a couple of months to go.’

‘You shouldn’t be here.’

‘You’re telling me.’

‘I mean with the baby and that.’

‘I know – don’t worry. I’ll be okay,’ I try to give him a cheerful smile. ‘By the way, who was Ruth engaged to?’

‘Local lad. I went to school with him,’ he says. ‘She thought he was Christmas. Never quite trusted him, myself.’

‘Can I ask what happened?’

‘Don’t think Ruth would mind. He took off with someone else. One of Dad’s barmaids actually. Broke her heart. Tell you what, I’d still kick his arse if he showed his face around here. Dad would’ve done exactly the same thing.’

‘Poor Ruth. That must’ve been hard for her.’

‘She doesn’t cope so well with life’s ups and downs. A sensitive soul, as they say. Folks round here look out for her, though.’

‘It seems like a really … close-knit place.’

‘Folks look out for each other,’ he repeats. ‘Not like in the big city. Now, about them boxes, you’ve come to the right place. Got a stack of the things in the cellar, can’t get rid of the buggers quickly enough. Reckon they must breed like rabbits down there.’

I smile, say thanks.

‘And there’s a butcher’s about five minutes away, should get paper there. Tell Pete I sent you. Sells the best snags in Tassie. Oughta pick up some of those beauties while you’re there.’

Sausages are one of the foods I haven’t been able to stomach during my pregnancy. Just the thought of that pink, gelatinous flesh oozing grease into the pan makes me gag.

‘You look a bit green around the gills. Come and sit down. I’ll join you for a bit.’

I do as he suggests, heaving myself onto one of the bar stools. I’m in no rush to get back.

Bob reaches behind the bar, pulls out some knitting and tucks one of the needles under his stump. The pink wool has silver threaded through it. I watch, entranced, as he knits with one hand, flicking the wool over the needle with his thumb, making the stitch with two fingers. He’s fast. ‘Present for Gail,’ he says. ‘It’s her birthday soon. Big birthday, but don’t let on I told you that.’

I want to comment on how dextrous he is, but it feels rude, so I don’t. ‘What are you making her?’

‘A poloneck jumper. She’s always telling me she hates her old chook neck.’ He laughs.

‘That’s a thoughtful gift, then.’

The vacuum cleaner whirrs closer. It’s being used by a young Asian girl, dark hair swinging as she moves. ‘Gail not here?’ I say.

‘Sometimes I reckon she should’ve married a bloke from Hobart, the amount of time she spends up there.’ He nods at the girl with the vacuum. ‘That’s Sarina, a real blessing when we need an extra pair of hands. Drink?’

‘A Coke would be great.’

‘Done like a dinner.’ Bob puts the knitting down, turns to get my drink.

The baby flips inside me.  He passes me an icy glass, and I drink half of it in one go.

‘I hated Coke before I was pregnant,’ I say. ‘It’s strange.’

‘Does all sorts of nutty things to you, so I’ve heard. Gail reckons she wanted to eat soap. Can you believe that?’

‘Actually, I can.’

Bob shakes his head and smiles. I’m assuming that Gail’s child is Bob’s stepdaughter, that he doesn’t have children of his own. I won’t ask.

‘Remember you told me about the film crew that was down here years ago?’

‘Like I said, did wonders for all the locals.’

‘Is there copy of the footage anywhere? I’d love to know more about the history of the place.’

‘You mean like a video?’

I swallow away stupid giggles. ‘Yeah, exactly.’

‘Dunno, I suppose someone must have one kicking about. Can’t help you there, though. Ruth might have one. You asked her?’

‘No, I will though. Is Ruth … well, is she okay?’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Does she have a disability?’

‘What sort of disability?’

‘Intellectual, or maybe a learning disorder? Something like that.’

Bob’s face colours. ‘Nothing wrong with her. Likes to be left to do her own thing, that’s not a crime now, is it? Shame there aren’t more folks round here minding their own business.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean—’

‘What did Gail say about her?’

‘That they were really weird kids, especially Ruth. That no one liked them much.’

I’m getting a lot of satisfaction out of potentially getting Gail in trouble with her husband.

‘Well she didn’t grow up down here now, did she? Can’t see as how she’d know anything about it. Ruth does wonders with those orphaned joeys. Have you seen? Got guts that girl. I’ll say that for her. Joey can survive days inside the pouch of roadkill. You imagine the smell? Knock your socks off, I’d reckon. And if they’re pinkies, you have to cut the poor little buggers out with the teat.’

‘What?’

‘Pinkies. Real young ones with no hair. Take them off the teat and they’re cactus. Have to cut the teat off when you rescue them, ease them off it real slow.’

My stomach contracts. I swallow down a bitter rush of acid.

‘Too much detail for a city girl?’

I nod.

‘All I’m saying is, she does bloody good work. Half the blokes round here don’t have the stomach for it. Even those that reckon they’re tough. I’ve seen blokes built like a brick shithouse get Ruth to do it for them. You believe that? Look, you and hubby don’t need to have any worries about her. Did she tell you they get everything delivered? Food and that? Have done for years. Ruth’s not got her licence, and Tom’s eyesight was never the best. We’ll all look out for her. She’ll be right as rain on her own, don’t you worry. Just get yourselves off home.’ Finally, he pauses for breath.

‘Right,’ I say. I hesitate. ‘Hey, did you know that girl who disappeared?’

Sarina has finished her vacuuming and is checking the levels on bottles behind the bar. She glances at me and there’s a flash of recognition in her eyes, like she knows something.

Bob picks up a wine glass, lifts it to his mouth and blows until his breath mists the glass. Then he places it on the bar, polishes it with a tea towel. I’m convinced he’s not going to reply but finally he speaks. ‘You ask a lot of questions, young lady. That’s your hubby’s business, not mine. You should ask him.’

‘I’m sure it’s not a big deal. King and I don’t have secrets.’ My chest tightens as I realise this is a lie. How has this happened to us?

‘Well, that’s good, you being married and that,’ says Bob. ‘But it’s not my place.’

‘Not a problem. I understand.’ I reach into my bag to pay for the drink. ‘Sorry about all the questions. King says I’d make a good detective.’

‘I reckon he’s spot on there. Drink’s on the house. Now, just give us a jiffy and I’ll load up them boxes.’

Sarina is bending over, lifting beer cans out of a box and filling a fridge, jeans tight over a perfect bottom, the top of her black briefs just visible. The space behind the bar is tight, but Bob turns around to watch. It’s as if he’s forgotten I’m here. Then just like that, the rain begins to fall again.

In the car, I wait for the boxes, engine running to keep me warm. The rain beats down. In the distance I can see Sarina struggling with an umbrella. She opens her car, tosses it into the back seat.

I get out, ignoring the drenching rain, bolt towards her car and tap on the driver’s side window. Rain has already plastered my hair to my face and drips down the neck of my jacket.

The window rolls down. ‘Yeah?’ she says.

Suddenly I feel like an idiot. ‘Sorry to bother you, it’s just … I thought you might have wanted to tell me something before – about that girl.’

‘My nan told me about it.’

‘Right. And?’

‘Everyone round here reckoned he killed her. Put the body in the black water.’

‘Who killed her?’

‘That old man that lived in the haunted place. Thomas someone-or-other.’





Chapter Fourteen

Before I can take this in, Bob comes bounding up to the car with a striped golf umbrella.

‘Bloody oath, young lady, you’re soaked through.’

Sarina winds up her window, speeds off.

‘Thomas killed that girl?’

‘That is not what happened. She just disappeared. People do that, you know, for all sorts of reasons and what have you. I’ve had it up to bloody here with people thinking that, even after all these years. Like I said, Tom was a good man. Rest in peace, that’s what I reckon.’

He sighs and seems to calm down. ‘Look, I can understand why King wouldn’t tell you. It’s a sad business, and the last thing you need to hear about in your condition. Now let’s get you into that car before you catch a cold.’

I don’t believe this for a moment. I feel so betrayed. King acted like he barely knew what I was talking about. ‘Who was the baby’s father?’

Bob puts his hand on my back and the umbrella over my head, directs me to the car. He’s speaking, but the rain beats down so hard, I can’t hear what he’s saying.

‘The father?’ I repeat.

‘Now, you get in that car, turn the heater up high as it goes. I’ll have them boxes loaded in two shakes, and I’ll get you a towel from inside.’

By the time I get the papers and get back to the house, King has practically demolished the shed. All that is left is a timber skeleton. He’s in the kitchen, sitting at the table and drinking beer, even though it’s barely lunchtime. King’s never done that before. His clothes are soaked through and a puddle has collected under the chair.

On the drive home, I was thinking that Old Tom must have been the father. That would be motivation for him wanting to get rid of the girl.

But now I see the scar on King’s hand that I know so well. The lumpy scar that I’ve traced with my finger so many times. King said it was done with a compass when he was a schoolboy, drunk on cask wine, that the shape of it means nothing. But now I can only think of the letter it spells out.

S for Susie.

Then other things seem to fall into place – like the fact that the Leonard Cohen song Suzanna is his favourite. Like the way he was so keen for me to have our baby without a second thought, saying he never thought he’d have another chance. I questioned him about that word back then. He laughed it off, but instinct told me even then that it wasn’t a mistake.

There’s also the uncanny way he seems to know more about pregnancy than I do, telling me what to expect in each trimester. Even the teacher at birth class commented on how knowledgeable he was for a first-time dad, how sophisticated his questions were. I’d put that down to reading, but I’ve never seen him pick up a book about babies or look at a website.

‘Beer? Now?’ I say, hearing anger in my voice.

‘What took you so long?’

‘I got boxes from the pub and chatted to Bob.’

Something flits over King’s face. ‘We were all shocked when he finally got married,’ he says. ‘Mind you, she’s nothing to write home about. Arse like the back end of a bus.’

‘That’s a really shitty thing to say.’

This is new, this cruelty.

I turn to the gas stove and light a burner to make some tea. I loathe everything about this relic from decades ago. The enamel is chipped and all the burners except the one I scrubbed to make tea are caked in black fatty filth. Even steel wool couldn’t clean it completely, and I don’t want to use the toxic out-of-date chemicals under the sink. Inside the oven, fingers of greasy soot hang like stalactites from the roof and soot coats every surface. But there is clean aluminium foil on the grill tray, so Ruth must use it.

Then I feel King’s arms wrap around me, his warm breath on my neck. ‘That was mean, I’m sorry. I’m just not myself in this place. I hate being here.’

I take his hand and place it where the baby’s kicking. ‘She hasn’t stopped today.’

He traces her movement with his fingers. ‘She’s going to be strong, our girl. And beautiful inside and out, just like her mother.’

‘You know that girl who disappeared? Was your dad the baby’s father?’

‘What? Of course not.’ King’s hand drops to his side.

‘Who was, then?’

‘What is it with all the questions?’

‘You’re being evasive, that’s what.’

‘Christ, Grace, I’m just trying to get us out of this dump.’

‘Don’t try to change the subject. You always do that. If it wasn’t Old Tom then who was it?’

King stands up, scrunches the beer can in his fist, the crackling sound loud in the silence. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

I take my tea down to the front room to continue the sorting. King got the boxes from the car and has dumped them in an intimidating pile in the middle of the room. There are half a dozen dusty rolls of wide packing tape on the coffee table that King must have found in the house. I kick one of the boxes and it skids across the floor.

I no longer care about the sorting. I wrap china corgis and ballerinas in stiff porcelain tutus carelessly in newspaper and shove them in boxes, sealing each one with tape and allowing myself to feel that every box filled is another step closer to freedom. But I won’t waste my time fretting over what’s valuable and what’s not. I will search for information instead.

After an hour in the front room, I’ve worked out there are no papers worth going through in here. My back aches and my hands feel dry and chapped. I stand up and stretch. I need water. On my way out of the room, I notice a seam in the ugly wallpaper that protrudes slightly from the wall. It runs from the floor halfway up to the ceiling. The wallpaper has started to peel away, showing the rough plastered wall underneath and what could be the hinge of a cupboard.

There’s a butter knife with an ivory handle lying on a side table. I slip it into the seam and run it under the wallpaper. I only mean to peel off a tiny bit to get a better look, but the glue on the paper just seems to give out, and a whole sheet of wallpaper sags to the floor. I don’t know what I will say when Ruth sees it.

Behind the wallpaper is a door. It’s smaller than a door to a room but bigger than most cupboards. There is a brass lock embedded in the wood and no key, but when I press the door it swings inwards. Inside is a tiny room or a deep cupboard. It barely goes back far enough to step into, but there are no shelves, no hooks, no anything. It is an empty space, small as a coffin and reeking of damp.

The inside of the door is varnished and there are faint scratch marks, marks so lightly made that it’s impossible to make out what they might mean. I run my finger over them, eyes closed, feeling with the lightest touch like it’s braille. The marks are letters written over and over. A and B, once again, just like in the attic. This time they are random, scrawled, furiously done – some of the letters are upside down, others the wrong way around, like marks in a child’s exercise book. A and B.

I feel Ruth behind me before I see her, sneaking up so silently in her runners. Perhaps she holds the keys as she walks, because I didn’t hear them clang, but they are still around her waist. She’s wearing the same dress as yesterday, but it is creased and stained with greenish streaks that could be grass stains. A pillowcase squirming with life is buttoned in place by a long yellow cardigan, a baby sling for joeys. I can see more than one set of ears through the thin cotton of the pillowcase.

Ruth stares into the cupboard. What must she think of me, of what I’m doing in her house? Opening hidden doors, ripping wallpaper.

‘I found this cupboard,’ I say, embarrassed. ‘I’m so sorry about the wallpaper. It just sort of … fell off.’

‘The standing cupboard,’ says Ruth. ‘For bad girls.’ Then she steps inside, arms straight down and still. It is just the right size for a human body. A woman smaller than Ruth would have enough room to move her arms, room to make scratches with her nails.

‘Was this for punishment?’ I say.

‘Bad girls.’

‘But that’s torture. Did they shut the door?’

It’s a stupid question, but Ruth replies, ‘So it worked.’

‘There’s letters scratched inside it, look.’ I point. ‘Who would’ve done those?’

‘A very bad girl.’

Could she be joking? But no. This is not a woman who jokes. I don’t think she has smiled properly since I’ve been here. Perhaps she knows I’m upset, because she takes out a joey, moves a little closer, and lets me tickle the silky patch under its chin. Ruth looks amused, although she still doesn’t smile, not really. The sides of her mouth move just slightly. She rubs the joey between its ears and its eyes are glassy with pleasure. I copy, and she nods her approval.

‘The convicts weren’t all bad, you know,’ I say. ‘Some of them came here for the smallest crimes, like stealing food because they were hungry. Things like that.’

Ruth says nothing at first, tucking the joey back into her cardigan. ‘Bad girls. I know all about them.’

‘How come?’ I ask.

‘Computers at the library know everything.’

I stifle a grin, must not giggle. ‘Would you like a computer of your own?’

‘No, thank you.’

I don’t know what else to say – the conversation is over.

I want to search for documents, but can’t do that with Ruth here. So I sit down and examine a glass dish, placing it in the charity box. Ruth kneels down beside me. She reaches into the open box and takes out a parcel wrapped in newspaper. She unfolds the paper carefully like there is something precious inside. It is a Shetland pony made of glass, and she holds it up to the light, as if examining it for damage. I feel terrible. I have no permission to be doing this. No right. These are her things, items that were probably her mother’s, that may have been in the family for years.

‘Oh, um, hope you don’t mind, I’m just sorting things out … for you.’

She looks at me but her face shows nothing. Bizarrely, I think of the plaster cast death masks in the Old Melbourne Gaol. How blank the faces are. Ruth’s is like that.

‘We’re making the place nice, cleaning it up a bit.’

Ruth tips her head to one side, frowns. There is a fine white scar on the side of her neck. It runs underneath the collar of her dress, and I wonder how far down her body it travels, how it got there.

‘Why?’ she says.

‘So that it’s better for you to live in. Cleaner.’

‘Joeys are clean.’

‘Do you like living in this town?’

‘I pick up the mess.’

‘I know, I didn’t mean that.’

‘Are you scared?’

‘About what?’

Ruth points to my belly.

‘Oh, that.’ She has asked me another question. We are having a conversation that is semi-normal. This is good. This is progress.

‘Yes, a bit. I actually don’t know anyone else who’s had a baby. Most of my friends aren’t at that stage yet.’

‘It will hurt.’

‘Like hell, apparently. But they say you forget. I guess that must be true or no one would go for seconds. I’ll definitely have drugs if I need them. No being a martyr for me.’

‘Hurt might kill you.’

‘God, I hope not.’

Gail is right. She is weird.

Ruth pulls the diamond ring out again. I’m sure she wants me to ask about it, so I do.

‘Who gave you that?’

‘Darren,’ she says. ‘He is gone.’ There is no bitterness in her voice, no anything really. If there is any emotion behind her words, I cannot hear it. Everything she says is a simple statement of fact.

Ruth reaches into a patch pocket on the front of her dress. She takes out a creased photograph, passes it to me. It’s a photo of her and two boys, one much older than the other. Ruth holds the hand of the younger one who has freckles across his nose, wild frizzy hair. She wears shorts and a bikini top, normal young girl clothes. It is hard to believe it’s her. The older boy looks familiar, and then I see he only has one arm. He is gazing at Ruth with an unmistakable look in his eyes – infatuation.

‘Bob from the pub?’ I ask.

She nods.

Perhaps they were lovers. Are lovers. It would explain a lot. I glance at Ruth to see if I can read her face. It’s as blank as ever. But one thing is suddenly clear – Bob is not an ally.

She takes the photo from me, tucks it back in her pocket and pulls out a second one. It is a picture of King as a child. I’m not sure how old he is. Young enough to be missing a tooth. He grins at the camera, shirt hanging out of his shorts, long socks bagging around his ankles. Around his neck is something on a string that looks like a blob of purple plastic.

Then she pulls out another of him as a gangly teenager, face raw with pimples – and yet another of them both as teenagers, arms slung around each other, King smiling, Ruth sullen. ‘You always have these on you?’ I ask.

Ruth takes the photos back, pushes them deep into her pocket. ‘Twins,’ she says.

Then she slips her hand into the pillowcase and pulls out another joey. This one is so tiny, it just barely has fur.  She passes it to me and it nestles in my palm, warm and quivering. So vulnerable. So small.

And then I’m sobbing, trying not to howl.

‘There, there,’ whispers Ruth in her flat voice. ‘There, there.’ But she does not touch me, and I bury my face in the joey’s fur, feel the rhythm of its tiny heart, inhale the guinea pig smell.

I take a shuddering breath and pull myself together, blow my nose loudly on a clot of tissues from up my sleeve.

‘Ruthie?’ King comes into the room, kneels down beside her on the floor, so close their thighs touch. ‘You making my wife cry?’

‘No, it’s just the joey … so adorable,’ I say.

Ruth pulls out the collection of photos again and hands them to King. He studies one, laughs. ‘I remember that day. You were trying to get me to be your baby. I wasn’t really into it.’

‘Baby wouldn’t suck his dummy.’

‘A dummy?’ I ask. ‘Is that what’s around your neck?’

Ruth kneads his leg with the heel of her hand. ‘Little baby Bunting.’

Then King places his hand on hers, pushes her fingers deeper into his thigh. They gaze at each other, and Ruth actually smiles. The moment feels absolutely endless.

I hear myself laugh. Shrill and high-pitched, the giggle I’ve been holding back for so long. King turns to look at me, and then scrambles to his feet.

‘Twins,’ he says.





Chapter Fifteen

The hours pass so slowly as I continue to sort. A bashing sound travels up the hall. I go down to the lean-to at the back of the house. King is working furiously, sweat dripping from his face despite the cold, but the piles of rubbish have not been touched, except to clear a space against one wall just large enough for him to squeeze through. He is hammering skirting boards into place where they have drifted away from the wall.

‘It’s not worth bothering, King. Sorting out the stuff is more important.’

He spins around. ‘Can’t leave it like this.’

‘Why the hell not?’

‘Wouldn’t be right.’

‘Even if someone does renovate the place, which I doubt, the lean-to would be the first thing to come down.’

‘We need to get some paint.’

‘You’re not serious?’

But King just goes back to the frantic hammering as if I haven’t spoken.

Back in the front room, I pick up a grotesque china clown and hurl it to the floor. It shatters into dozens of satisfying pieces. I kick the evidence under the couch. A dish decorated with garish lime-green flowers is next.

I’m interrupted by a knock on the front door. I stand up, push my hands into the small of my back where it aches. Lean back, stretch.

King beats me to the door. It’s Bob, holding a chocolate cake, collapsed in the middle and covered in cling wrap.

He passes it to me. ‘From Gail. Her specialty. Bloody ripper with a dollop of cream. Ruth might like a piece too.’

‘That’s so thoughtful,’ I say. ‘Can you thank her for us?’

‘No worries, will do. Look, the other reason I’m here is to see if I can help. Jim up the road reckons he’s keen to pitch in as well, and he’s got a whale of a trailer. My ute’ll just pull it.’ He looks at me. ‘Get you folks out of here and home a bit quicker.’

‘We don’t want help,’ says King.

I glare at him, but he doesn’t look at me.

‘But thanks anyway,’ he adds.

Bob presses his lips together as if he’s stopping himself from saying more. ‘Right you are then, but if you change your mind—’

‘No.’

It’s uncomfortable, and I mumble compliments about the cake.

Bob leaves, and King closes the door quickly.

‘What was that about?’ I ask.

‘We don’t want local yokels poking around.’

‘But that’s stupid. We need all the help we can get.’

‘From a one-armed bandit?’

‘King!’

‘Never liked him much. He used to hang around here all the time when we were kids.’

‘But he’s Ruth’s friend.’

King sneers. ‘Is that what you call it?’

I take the cake down to the kitchen, rip off the cling wrap and swear as it takes half the gooey chocolate topping with it. I shove a chunk into my mouth, suck my fingers clean.

On the way back to the front room, I see King sanding a skirting board with a metal file. I can feel the rasping sound in my teeth. His shirt is tied around his waist. Red pustules dot his shoulders. He gets them sometimes, angry things filled with watery fluid. The doctor says they are caused by stress. His unwashed smell turns my stomach. I don’t think King’s showered since we got here, and his deodorant spray lies unused at the bottom of his toiletry bag.

I decide to search the built-in cupboard next, one of a pair that sit either side of the fireplace. The cupboard is an original one with a wood-panelled door that has flowers engraved on it. They are natives with heavy gumnuts drooping at the bottom that remind me of sheep’s testicles. The carving would have once been an impressive feature in the room, but the wood has been filled and fattened with paint many times over, erasing most of the finer detail.

The cupboard is crammed full of crockery that’s covered with abstract splatters in lurid colours, but at the front is a box of messy papers. It’s only the size of a shoebox, but stacked papers tower up far above its walls. The crumbly box could collapse if it is moved, so I lean inside to rifle through it, rather than bring the box out into the light where it would be easier to see. The top is criss-crossed with dusty spiderwebs. They coat my hands with sticky, grey strings. Something small scuttles to the back of the cupboard.

The first few items are old receipts and red reminders about unpaid bills, some dates going back ten or more years. There are copies of Old Tom’s medical records, blood test results, a couple of unfilled prescriptions and flyers for local businesses that are from another era: Doug from Doo Town – no job too small!!! and New to Port Arthur every first Sunday, our Dot’s craft shoppe.

I spend the next hour carefully going through all the papers in the box. All I discover is that Old Tom suffered from haemorrhoids and liked to send letters of complaint to the local council about roads and rubbish and rates and anything else he could think to whinge about. There is no mention of Ruth or King. No mention of their mother – or Susie McKenzie.

My body longs to rest, but I want to start on the adjacent cupboard while King is still busy. I don’t want him to see me searching. The second cupboard is also full of papers. I pull out a box that contains black-and-white sewing patterns. On the front are photos of men in flared pants smoking pipes, women in dresses with swinging skirts and children in boxy T-shirts.

I lift a stack to see what else might be in the box and discover a nest of baby mice, moist and pulsing, like severed pink intestines. I shove the box back into the darkness and slam the door closed. The nausea is instant and so consuming that I can only stagger to the couch. This is where I am when King walks in.

His hands are red and blistered. Some sores bleed. I can no longer tell what is eczema and what is injury. Several of his nails have been ripped down to the quick, black crescents of dirt sit under those that are still long.

‘Why won’t you wear gloves?’ I ask.

‘Slows me up.’

‘But that’s insane. Your hands are a mess.’

He holds them up and studies them, like he’s only just noticed. Then he wipes both hands on the shirt around his middle, leaving a trail of dark stains.

‘What’s going on with you, King?’

‘I already told you. I hate this place.’

‘I get that, but it feels like more than that. Are you angry with me about something?’

Something in his eyes shifts. ‘Oh sweetheart, never!’ He sits on the couch and puts his arm around my shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry you thought that.’

‘You’re always apologising, but—’

‘I’ll sort out dinner; you rest. There’s some chicken in the fridge, and I’ll make a salad. Want me to go out and get chocolate for after?’

I shake my head. I don’t want to be alone here with Ruth.

Dinnertime comes. Ruth has not eaten with us yet, but I know she comes into the kitchen to get food for herself. I see evidence of her snacking – bread crumbs and a knife she uses to spread the cream cheese that’s in the fridge, a teaspoon smeared with pink yoghurt left in the sink. I knock on her door to see if she will eat with us tonight. I want her to feel that I’m making an effort, that we are friends.

Ruth opens the door just a crack. It is dark inside, and I cannot see anything, but the room smells of unwashed clothes and a milder version of the rotting smell in the menagerie. Can she take care of herself? Suddenly, I am not so sure.

‘Will you come down and eat with us?’ I ask.

‘No, thank you.’

‘But aren’t you hungry?’ I hold out my hand. ‘Come on.’

Ruth doesn’t take my hand or say yes, but she comes into the hall, closing the door firmly behind her, a joey inside her cardigan as always. It is still and must be sleeping. She cradles the bump with both her hands. I fold my arms, embarrassed that I offered unwanted affection, but the impulse to treat her like a child is strong. As always, Ruth is wearing the belt with the keys dangling and clanging from it. 

The three of us sit at the kitchen table. Ruth barely eats a thing, just pushes the food politely with her fork like she’s making an effort and sucks on a couple of pieces of chicken. King shovels down food like a starving man.

‘What do you usually eat for dinner, Ruth?’ I ask. We will get something that she likes.

‘Kingsley likes macaroni cheese,’ she says.

This is news to me. And I’m surprised that he does not correct her when she calls him by his full name.

‘And you? What do you like?’

‘This is nice,’ she says, but still does not eat anything.

I catch her staring at me all the time. She does nothing to hide this and her direct gaze makes me squirm.

‘Ruthie makes yummy macaroni cheese,’ says King.

‘But you hate cheese sauce,’ I say. ‘And you once said that the shape of macaroni reminds you of maggots.’

‘Mine is special,’ says Ruth.

‘She puts cauliflower in it. Yummy.’

Ruth’s mouth flickers like it always does when King gives her a compliment.

‘Never been a fan myself. It’s a bit tasteless,’ I say.

There is silence. King catches Ruth’s eye, holding her gaze for too long. I look from one to the other, feeling invisible. Something passes between them, but I do not know what. It must be a twin thing, this communication, as if they don’t need words. I know I shouldn’t let it bother me, but it does.

‘Apparently there’s not much nutrition in it, either,’ I say. ‘Especially when it’s overcooked.’

‘In what?’ says King.

‘Cauliflower.’

The joey begins to wiggle, its long back legs stretching the wool of Ruth’s cardigan. She pulls it out. The little thing is so ungainly, all legs and oversized ears, paws like a teddy bear’s and long lashes that curve downwards over huge brown eyes – cow eyes. I feel myself smile.

Then the joey lifts its head towards Ruth’s, flicks out a long pink tongue and licks her mouth. She doesn’t seem at all concerned by this and makes little cooing, clicking noises. I watch, transfixed, as Ruth lets a globule of her own saliva drip into the joey’s mouth. It laps it up greedily, wanting more.

‘Don’t look so horrified,’ says King. ‘Female kangaroos do it.’

‘For bonding,’ adds Ruth.

I push my plate away.

~

That night, I don’t hear King come to bed. The mice still scurry in the ceiling, but I have stopped caring about them. I wake needing to go to the toilet. When King put a cracked porcelain chamber pot under the bed I swore I’d never use it, but tonight I’m beyond caring. I squat over it, the splash of my urine loud in the silence. King does not stir. We have not touched in this bed. The mattress is soft, and a hump has formed between us, like we are sleeping in separate beds.

It’s the dead of night and I’m trying to fall back asleep when I hear the creak of the stairs. Ruth is sneaking down in her silent shoes. Perhaps she has taken off the keys. Is she going to the kitchen to eat? I want to know more about her and decide to follow. But before I even get out of bed, there’s the click of the back door shutting, amplified by the night. King doesn’t stir.

So Ruth goes out at night. Somehow I am not surprised that she is a nocturnal animal. There has to be more to her existence than this house. What does she do out there in the cold? Perhaps she is just checking on her joeys. But if so, why the stealth? No, there is something else that draws her into the icy night. Bob, perhaps? But how would he sneak away from Gail? I go downstairs, open the front door and look out into the darkness. There is no trace of her.

I slip into my shoes. There is enough moonlight to see by. I don’t dare use the bright torch. She’ll see that for sure. I take one step out into the inky black, but she has disappeared and all is silent.





Chapter Sixteen

I wake before King does. He’s snoring and his breath smells foul. There are greasy stains on the front of his pyjama top, and scratches on his neck that I can’t explain. He must have done that to himself while he slept. I feel a moment of compassion for his obvious distress, for his grief, if that’s what this is, but it’s soon replaced by anger.

In the kitchen, I make toast for breakfast and smear it with marmalade, picking out the candied lumps of orange peel that promise to be sweet but will sit bitterly in my stomach. I can’t bear the thought of milk on soggy cereal. Anything milky will remind me of the joey’s formula. And of the moment at the dinner table last night.

A fat cockroach sits motionless by the rubbish bin. I cover it with a glass and find a piece of cardboard to slip underneath so I can release it out the back door. It’s easy to catch, but as I carry it towards the door, it flips on its back, spinning like an overturned car on ice. Then it manages to get upright and flings itself against the sides of the glass with a muffled pinging sound. I get to the front door and let the thing loose. It does not move.

When King emerges from the bedroom, he goes straight into Old Tom’s sitting room. I peer around the half-open door without being seen. Ruth is kneeling on the floor folding frayed bits of cloth to wrap the joeys in. King squats beside her. She looks at him and suddenly they are both giggling, although not a word has been spoken. Then the two of them turn their heads in my direction.

Their faces are held at identical angles and the likeness is finally clear in the shape of their noses, the slant of their chins, even the placement of a mole just below their ears. How had I not seen this before? Then at exactly the same moment, they both say, ‘Grace.’

It is like a spell has been broken. Ruth goes back to her folding. King runs his hand through his hair, nails grating his scalp. Crusty flakes speckle the thinning patch around his ears. He is supposed to wash his hair daily with medicated shampoo that smells like tar, and there is ointment for when it gets really bad. He hasn’t used either since we’ve been here.

He stands, knees clicking like an old man, and asks me if I’ve had breakfast.

The ceiling just outside our bedroom is swollen. Moisture has leaked from the landing upstairs, through layers of tin and wood and plaster and carpet. It bulges slightly, the shape and size of an adolescent breast. A single drop of water leaks obscenely from the centre. I imagine the plaster collapsing in a heap, trapping me behind the closed door, but there’s nothing I can do except get another saucepan from the kitchen and place it under the leak. The desire to jump back in the car and drive as far away as possible from all of this is a physical ache.

King goes back outside, and I go down to the front room. It seems like I’ve made no progress at all in here. There is a second cabinet stuffed full of china to be wrapped and packed. I haven’t even finished the first yet. The second cabinet has a single flat drawer at the bottom – a place for paper. I squat down uncomfortably, pain in my swollen ankles.

There is only one item inside the drawer: an ancient set of house plans. I unfold them carefully. They have ripped in places along the folds. The plans are hand-drawn, and the ink is faded: it’s clear they are the original ones for the house. But they don’t correspond to how the house is now.

On the plans, the upstairs of the house is a completely open space, no rooms at all, which explains all the plywood Old Tom put in up there when he turned it into a guesthouse.

It also looks like there is a large cellar with an external door that opens onto the overgrown side of the house where the boat is. According to the plans, the entrance is under the stairs.

The trapdoor is easy to find, nestled into the sloping space under the stairs along with a collection of mops and brooms. There’s a large square cut into the floorboards, but no handle. Instead, there’s a deep groove sliced into the wood. It’s tricky to get a good grip, but when I do, the door opens easily. The smell of rot and moisture and rodents rushes up at me.

A ladder made of iron rungs leads straight down into thick darkness. I kneel down and peer inside, and that’s when I see the mice – at least six of them stuck to a glue board. Their bodies buck and writhe, a seething mass of grey fuzz and scaly, flicking tails. The dizziness comes first, then the nausea. My vision blurs as they turn into one nightmarish undulation.

I slam the trapdoor shut and stare at the wall, trying to wait it out, to stop myself from being sick. Ruth appears. She is holding a hammer.

‘Rodents,’ she says.

‘But isn’t it cruel?’

She shakes her head. ‘Quick. Poison is bad.’

Then she reaches over, hooks her fingers into the groove, and I realise she is going to do this now. I scramble to my feet, shut myself in the bedroom.

Later in the morning, King announces that he needs supplies – a trowel and some plaster to cover up the worst of the damp on some walls. I’m no longer bothering to tell him that it’s pointless. Besides, it’s a good opportunity to go upstairs and look around. If I see Ruth, I can say I’m cleaning. I tuck a rag into the tight elastic waistband of my jeans to make this look believable.

I take the stairs slowly, gripping the banister with my right hand. There’s a rhythmic chipping sound coming from Ruth’s room, like something being chiselled. I have heard this sound a few times before. Surely King has not got her renovating in there.

I’m only about halfway up when my foot goes right through a rotten board in one of the stairs. I land with a thump on my backside. My hand flies to my belly. Has Louisa felt it? Has it hurt her? There’s an ache deep in my spine, and I feel a slight tightening across my skin, not a cramp exactly but something. Deep breaths, slow deep breaths. And fight the stupid tears. They will only make me more distressed.

My foot has sunk right up to my ankle, through to the wooden joist below, as if the step were made of cardboard. I’m sure it was not like that before. The steps seemed so solid, so stable. I wait a few minutes, refusing to give in to panic, and then wrench my foot free.

It is fine, just a little grazed around the ankle, but the tightening feeling has shaken me. I make my way downstairs on my bottom, prodding each step with my fingers then bashing it with the heel of my hand, before I trust it with my weight. This won’t happen again.

When King gets home, I tell him what’s happened. ‘You said you’d make it safe,’ I say.

‘I had no idea a step was rotten. I don’t understand it, I checked them all so thoroughly. Thank Christ you’re okay, babe.’

‘It could have meant—’

‘Don’t even say it.’

‘I want to go home. Please, King.’

‘But we’re so close now.’

‘You keep saying that. Can’t you see that we’re not?’

He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, looks into my eyes. ‘Remember my promise? We’ll leave regardless of what’s been done or not. I need you here, sweetheart. You’re my rock.’

That night, I am lying in bed with King, the usual damp cotton hump of mattress between us, when he flattens it by rolling towards me. I feel the unexpected warmth of his body against mine.

‘Cold?’ he says.

I press my back into him. We have always fitted together perfectly. Like two peas in a pod. Like twins. I push this thought away. ‘Have you told Ruth she’s got to move?’

‘I think she knows.’

‘You’ve got to be straight with her.’

‘I’ll call my mate Dave tomorrow.’

‘Real estate agent, Dave?’

‘Yep, get him looking for a rental.’

‘But he’s in Melbourne. He won’t have a clue about down here.’

‘We’ll get her something walking distance from our place.’

I heave myself over to face him. ‘But I thought she was staying around here? That’s what you said.’

‘She needs me.’

‘But that wasn’t …’ My voice sounds high, whiny. The thought of Ruth living nearby, popping in to see me, to see King, horrifies me. ‘She’ll never leave here, and why should she? They got groceries delivered, apparently. Ruth could keep doing that if she was in a rental place. And there’s so many people here who will help her, like Bob. I think it’s best, King.’

‘She’s my twin. I can’t just leave her here.’

‘But she’s an adult, you have to respect what she wants.’

‘She wants to be near me,’ he says. ‘That’s what she wants.’

Sleep will not come. I can’t stop thinking about Ruth coming to Melbourne. She may be my husband’s sister, but every cell in my body is screaming No! I imagine her eating dinner with us, the endless awkward attempts at conversation, her hand on King’s thigh, and my stomach clenches. It cannot happen. When I hear her open her door and pad down the stairs again, I decide to follow her – properly this time. I’ll use my torch on a low setting. I need to know about her secret life, and perhaps to find out something about her that would make the move to Melbourne impossible.

I’m quicker getting outside this time, yanking my coat around me as I step out the door, and I manage to glimpse Ruth darting around to the south side of the house. I follow as she disappears past the thicket, not stopping at the menagerie as I expected. The moon is almost full, and the night sky is clear. I have never seen so many stars lighting up the sky. I cannot see Ruth, but I can hear sticks and twigs snapping as she moves ahead, and I follow the sounds as I push through the overgrown garden behind her. Frost has begun to settle on the ground already, and the cold bites my fingers. I blow on them, but even my breath feels chilled.

Eventually, I come to a large, grassy clearing, completely without trees. I haven’t been able to see this area from the upstairs windows on the north side. The grass is almost neat enough to be a garden. Does someone mow it? Perhaps it’s just the goat and the sheep. The ground is not flat. There are about half a dozen grassy mounds that undulate like little waves, stretching off into the distance beyond where I can see. The mounds are all in a straight line, an equal distance apart, and on the top of each mound is a carefully placed brick.

Approaching the nearest ones, I see that each mound sits at the head of a small round patch of cleared dirt, a miniature garden bed, that has been planted with a creeper. 

And there is Ruth in the distance. She wears a torch around her head that illuminates tiny white buds on the plants. Beside each brick is a glass jar with flowers in it, red natives of some kind. Ruth is on her hands and knees, replacing limp flowers with fresh ones she has in a basket. And then suddenly I know what this place is. A burial ground.





Chapter Seventeen

I bring my frozen fist to my mouth, turn and stumble back the way I came, fast as I dare. I have seen mounds just like this on the Isle of the Dead, the island off Port Arthur where they buried convicts in unmarked graves. So this must be the cemetery for the female factory. Convict women lie under this ground, forgotten forever, and here is Ruth, tending their graves like it is her duty, like they are her family. Honouring the dead. The mounds on the Isle of the Dead had no markers.

It must have been Ruth who placed those bricks, cleared the earth, planted the creepers.

The sadness of this place sits heavy on my shoulders. No wonder Ruth has never left. She must feel bound to Blackwater, that there is a responsibility here – at least in her mind. One of the graves probably belongs to her mother’s relative.

I’m shivering by the time I get back into bed. My teeth knock together. I push myself against King’s back for the warmth that radiates from his body. He is so sound asleep that he does not notice.

My dreams are of a woman scrabbling in the dirt of freshly dug graves, her face caved in with a brick, and a baby born with no limbs. I wake exhausted.

My eyes sting as I make breakfast the next morning. It feels like my nightmares and reality have bled into each other, and I cannot be sure what is real. I want to be sure about the graves before I say anything to King. Ruth does not come down from her room in the morning, but now I know why she sleeps so late.

As soon as King goes back to work, I put on my coat, grab the umbrella by the front door and leave the house. It is drizzling as I make my way around the thicket.

It was not a dream. There they are: grassy mounds where surely bones must lie, and Ruth’s neat lines of memorial bricks sitting at the head of miniature garden beds, jam jars of red flowers nestled in the dirt. Now it is daylight, I can see the full scope of it. There are dozens of bricks, at least a hundred, probably more, stretching back to a distant row of pine trees that stand neat and tall, like prickly, protective guardians. Someone has planted them as defence against the brutal wind, as if the dead could feel the cold.

I bend down and look at the first brick. It is an irregular size with jagged edges – a convict brick. These bricks are distinctive, each one different and handmade by a convict more than a hundred and fifty years ago. They say that some of them have thumbprints embedded in them. A way for convicts to show that they really did exist, despite being known by just a number and not their name. When I visited Port Arthur, I remember picking up at least half a dozen of them, looking for marks but finding nothing.

The brick on this first mound has a single name chipped roughly into it, Eliza. So this is why Ruth’s hands are so calloused, and what the chipping sound in her room must be. She must get the names of past convicts who died here from the library – I recall now what she said about computers knowing everything. She has done all this work, carved names in all of the bricks. It’s so pointless and utterly sad. A lump forms in my throat.

I move to the next brick. John. John? But this was a female prison. Why would male convicts be buried here? I look at a few more: Alice, Mary, Luke and then another John.

This makes no sense to me, but really, why should it. None of it is rational. Perhaps there were male convicts here, too, or perhaps Ruth believes there were. This is, after all, the work of someone who is clearly not well. The work of someone who is weird.

I hurry back to the house, but then I stop just before going inside. There’s nothing I can do in there to change things. King is lying to me, and I have to find out the truth on my own. I will go to the one person who’s always happy to talk.

I tell King that I’m going for a  drive, that I might be gone for a while because I need a break from the sorting. The pub car park is empty but Gail is sweeping up leaves outside. She’s wearing a nude-coloured apron that has a print of a skimpy bikini on it. She comes up to the car, and I put down the window.

‘Well look at you,’ she says. ‘I swear you’re getting bigger by the day.’

Gail looks at the ground, rubs her nose with the back of her hand. Is she crying?

‘You okay?’ I ask reluctantly.

She shakes her head. ‘Merlin died yesterday.’

‘Merlin?’

‘My little walking fish. He lived in your room.’ She looks at me. ‘People say to me, “How can you be attached to a pig-ugly creature like that?”, but I was. He’s been through such a lot with me over the years.’

‘Oh, um … sorry.’

‘That’s okay, I don’t expect you to understand.’ There’s a sudden hardness in her voice, and I remember the towel. Did I take it off the tank before we left the room for good? I can’t remember.

‘What did you want?’ she says briskly.

‘Thanks for that cake. It was delicious.’

She softens. ‘Made from a packet, but you couldn’t tell, right?’

I shake my head. 

Bob appears carrying a bucket of leaves, a rake tucked under his stump. He’s not who I want to see.

‘Gidday Grace,’ he says. ‘Everything hunky-dory?’

‘Yeah, fine. Still so much work to do to make the house … nice.’

‘I’ll bet my right arm you’re wrong. Just need a few strong helpers.’

I’m not sure whether or not to smile.

‘He’s only teasing. Got a load of one-armed man jokes up his sleeve.’ Gail says, chuckling.

‘So what can we do you for, then?’ says Bob.

‘There was this woman in the bar the other night. Hilda something? She gave me a palm reading. I wanted to … get another one.’

‘Crazy fucken old bitch,’ says Gail. ‘Needs to be put down.’

I’m getting good at not showing I’m shocked. ‘Where does she live?’

‘Broken down dump behind the servo. Why?’

‘I wouldn’t go there,’ says Bob.

‘That palm reading’s a load of codswallop. Can’t believe you were sucked in. I’ll bet she asked you for money. Cross my palm with silver,’ she croaks, laughs. ‘But seriously, Bob’s right. She’s got a shotty. Not scared to use it, neither.’

‘A shotty?’

‘A gun, dear.’

‘Oh right.’

‘There’s a few young fellas about the place that don’t know how to behave themselves,’ says Bob. ‘Broke into her house a few years back, nicked some of her things. Can’t blame her for wanting a bit of protection. Lots of folks round here that way inclined. Myself included.’

‘You’ve got a gun?’

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ says Gail.

‘Got to have them for roadkill anyway,’ says Bob. ‘Put the poor buggers out of their misery. I go out looking when I’ve got the time, take the joeys up to the house for Ruth. Works miracles that girl.’

‘Should be locked up in a nut house, if you ask me.’

Bob looks furious, but says nothing.

Perhaps I should visit Joyce. She’s lived in this town most of her life. I’ll question her gently, so it doesn’t feel like gossip. ‘Can you tell me how to get to the lawyer’s place – you know, the one King uses?’

‘Only one of those round here,’ says Gail. ‘Charles Street. Right at the end of the road and about two Ks down. Can’t miss it, got one of those daggy, twee gardens. Place is painted white like they think they live in England or something.’ Gail mimes drinking from a teacup with her little finger poking up in the air. ‘Up themselves just because he’s a lawyer. Retired, mind you.’

I thank her, and she asks me what I want to go there for. I tell a lie about documents, finalising things for Ruth, and she’s satisfied.

‘But you won’t go to Hilda’s, will you?’ says Bob. ‘Not with the little one on board.’

I reassure him that I won’t.

‘They don’t like darkness, right?’ says Gail. ‘Makes them stressed.’

‘Who?’

‘Merlin didn’t, anyways.’

I’m tired and decide to visit Joyce tomorrow. It will break up the day.

When I get back to the house, there is music coming from Old Tom’s sitting room. It’s something orchestral, all swooping violins and tinkling pianos. Music from another era. The sound is scratchy and hollow – must be coming from a record player. King never listens to classical music. He likes the 1980s – Spandau Ballet, Madonna, Duran Duran. I like to tease him about his old-school, pedestrian taste.

The door to the sitting room is half-open. The music is loud enough to muffle my footsteps as I approach, and wanting to stay unseen for a moment, I press myself against the opposite wall in the hallway, almost invisible in the gloom, and glance inside.

King and Ruth are dancing together. She has on a long, apricot-coloured dress with a lace frill around the skirt. A ball gown from decades ago. It sweeps the floor as she moves, and the hem is black with dirt. Her feet are bare. King’s head rests on Ruth’s shoulder. His eyes are shut. Ruth has her arms tightly around him but his hang loosely at his side, like he’s an enormous rag doll. She leads them around the room in a slow shuffle. Their legs move exactly in time.

Then she sees me and holds my eyes with that unblinking stare. It’s intensely awkward. But the dance does not stop for another few minutes, not until I step into the room and clear my throat. King opens his eyes and sees me. At first, he is as expressionless as Ruth, but then he lifts his head, straightens up.

‘That was quick,’ he says.





Chapter Eighteen

In the kitchen, I try to light the unforgiving stove, as if tea will somehow erase the image of them swaying in each other’s arms. Six matches later and it’s finally sparked. The room stinks of sulphur and gas. I struggle with the jammed kitchen window and get it to open just a crack.

Finally, King comes in. I do not know what to say, and then I’m angry that I’m the one to feel embarrassed.

‘I’m sick with worry there’s no mobile reception here,’ I say. ‘What if I go into labour and need a doctor in the middle of the night? It’s totally unfair to be out of contact and stuck down here.’

‘We’ll be home soon enough,’ he says. ‘Didn’t I promise you?’

‘But will we? Will we really? I’m not sure what to believe.’

‘Besides, if the baby’s coming, we’d go straight to Hobart. You wouldn’t want any banjo-playing convicts getting their grubby hands on you.’

At first I think I mishear him, ask him to repeat it. He does.

‘Don’t look like that. I’m joking, sweetheart,’ he says.

~

I need to be busy, to feel like I am making progress with the house. Old Tom’s bedroom is not a place I’ve wanted to venture, but if there is anything to be found in this house about what happened to Susie, then that might be the place to find it.

I’ve never taken longer to climb a set of stairs. I devise a method that involves stomping hard on each step from the safety of the one beneath it before climbing up. It’s a slow trip, but the only way I can be sure it’s safe.

Ruth’s door is firmly closed, but I can hear the constant chip-chip-chip of chisel on stone. The upstairs of the house is much more dilapidated than the room we’re staying in. There are drips from four different places on the upstairs landing. They tap out their own discordant melody as they plonk into the saucepans, and I know the tune will be on a loop in my head all day.

Old Tom’s room still smells like someone dying. It takes some effort to open the window that has been glued in place with ivy. The whole external wall on this side of the house is covered in it. The ivy has started to grow into the room through an air vent, its veiny green tendrils snaking their way towards the ceiling. Given time, it might choke and suffocate this house like it’s done to the shed. I jiggle the window and eventually there’s a juicy squelch of tiny suckers giving way. Light pours into the room. I put my head out the window for a moment, breathe the fresh salty air.

The wardrobe doesn’t smell as bad as I expected, just damp like everything else, with a faint tang of mothballs. It is stuffed full of clothes, so tight they barely need hangers to stay upright. The collars of his shirts show the evolution of fashion over about fifty years – from long and pointed like darts, to slim, then rounded. The white shirts have all turned yellow. There is only one shelf in here. It holds a collection of brittle leather dress shoes, and steel-capped boots. There is nothing to see.

Despite the bulging wardrobe, there’s not much rubbish in this room, or furniture. Old Tom obviously only used it for sleeping before he got sick. The green kidney-shaped bowl, bottles of medication and crusty screwed up handkerchiefs on the bedside cabinet repulse me, but I know I must open its single drawer. Inside is a porn magazine from about thirty years ago, some loose pills, more handkerchiefs and a torch.

The chest of drawers is next. There are three deep drawers. The first contains his underwear, stained and thin around the crotch, and socks with toes that have been clumsily darned. I move onto the second drawer. It is full of jumpers – itchy, homemade things in a rainbow of bright colours, and I can’t help but wonder who cared about Old Tom enough to knit them for him. Perhaps it was Bob.

The last drawer is devoted to singlets and T-shirts, most sporting advertisements for beer or fishing equipment. They are all stretched and some have holes under the arms. There’s nothing in any of these drawers worth giving to charity, but more importantly, there’s no papers.

Then, as I pull out a handful of limp singlets to dump on the bed, I find a cardboard box. I lift it out, pull off the lid. Inside is a photograph, a head shot of a young, dark-haired woman with King’s green eyes. Surely his mother.

Also in the box are three handwritten letters. They are held together with a paper clip and each written on a different type of paper – a thin scrap of brown paper bag, the back of an envelope and a page ripped from a ring binder. Each one is creased and ragged from being folded over and over. They are smeared with grime. The handwriting and content are exactly the same in each one, and nearly the same as the letters I’ve already found. The difference is, these letters are signed.

Dear House,

We were a bad family but that was such a long time ago.

Please forgive us. Keep us safe.

Angela





Chapter Nineteen

Joyce answers the door after just one knock and invites me in for tea. She’s clearly lonely and keen to socialise. There’s no sign of her husband, no car in the driveway. She takes me into the kitchen where there’s a sleek stone benchtop, a black glass splashback and expensive appliances. I must look surprised.

‘My fiftieth wedding anniversary present,’ she says. ‘He still spoils me, even after all these years.’

I tell her that it’s lovely, and she apologises for not having fresh scones. Then she gets a homemade sponge cake out of her pantry and cuts two enormous slices. Everything in her house is so clean. Suddenly, I am salivating.

We sit down at her kitchen table. It is made of old, scoured wood, stained and marked by years of spilt tea and hot dishes, even ink from a fountain pen. A table that has probably seen children, happy times, love. ‘Couldn’t bring myself to get rid of this,’ she says, ‘even though it doesn’t go with the new decor. Been in my family for generations. Now help yourself to cake. Eat up or it’ll just get thrown out. My George is not a big one for sweets.’

‘I’ve got zero self-control at the moment,’ I say.

‘Eating for two! You’re allowed. I’ll give you some to take home.’

I thank her and take a piece. It’s top-heavy with a slab of lemon icing.

‘It’s such a delight to have you visit. But what brings you here?’

‘Your interest in history. I’d love to know more about the house – back when it was Blackwater, and then later when Tom Hammond bought it.’

‘Well, you’ve come to the right place. What would you like to know?’

‘I’m not sure … what it was like? How many women were there? Anything, really.’

‘They made a video years ago, you know. The filming men stayed at Blackwater. It’s about Port Arthur, really, but Blackwater gets a mention. Your husband makes an appearance, I think. Scrumptious little boy he was, so sweet. And Ruth … well I suppose she was special in her own way. All kiddies are. I’ve got a copy.’

‘That’s brilliant. Could I watch it?’

‘Course you can. No rush to bring it back.’

Joyce goes into the back room where she keeps the convict memorabilia. My heart lurches as I imagine her coming back wearing the spiky neck collar. She doesn’t.

‘All yours.’ She passes me a video in a battered case, asks if I want a plastic bag.

I shake my head. ‘I’ve never watched one of these before.’

Joyce laughs. ‘You young things.’

The baby kicks. I must wince because Joyce asks me if I’m alright, and I assure her I’m fine, that my baby just has good strong legs.

‘We were never blessed with children,’ she says.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’

‘Oh well, that’s life, isn’t it?’ Joyce looks down, brushes something invisible off her pleated skirt.

‘Would you like to feel her kick?’ I ask.

‘Yes please. I mean, if you don’t mind.’

‘Course not.’ I take her hand, place it on my belly and before long Louisa moves obligingly. We track her movements for a few minutes, Joyce making appreciative noises.

‘You’re having a little girl,’ says Joyce.

‘How can you tell?’

‘Midwives’ secrets. I did most of my training. Never finished it, though. When I found out that George and I couldn’t … well, didn’t have the heart for it then.’

‘You would’ve been good.’

‘I’ve regretted it these last few years. Anyway, enough of all that. Tea?’

I nod. ‘Do you have a video player?’

‘No. All computers now, isn’t it?’

‘Any idea where I’d find one down here?’

Joyce shakes her head. ‘Shame, though. I’d love to watch it again, too.’

I’ve got no idea how I’ll find one here. I put the video in my bag anyway and thank her. ‘Do you know a woman called Hilda who reads palms? I wanted to get a reading.’

‘Hilda Mitchell, now there’s a thought – maybe she’s got a video player. I remember she bought a load of videos when the corner store stopped renting them out a few years back. She got some real bargains. Have you seen that film Titanic? I just adored that one, and the beautiful song she sings.’

I ask Joyce about the shotgun and am not reassured by her answer. ‘Not unusual down here. I’m sure she’d have a licence.’

‘So, tell me more about Blackwater. I want to know everything.’

‘Well now. It was just a small place as far as female factories go, but that didn’t make it any the less brutal. Those sad girls did laundry in cold water. Can you imagine in winter? And they picked oakum until their fingers bled.’

I’m not exactly sure what oakum is, but I don’t interrupt.

‘The rations were hardly enough to keep body and soul together. Thin gruel, soup with a few bits of gristle in it. It’s a wonder any of them survived. And the poor little ones.’

‘Little ones? Children were there?’

Joyce looks alarmed. ‘Oh I don’t think you want to know about all of that. Now, would you like my sponge recipe? It’s very easy. Simple things are often the best, don’t you think? That way you can whip them up quickly and always have something fresh in the house for visitors.’

I make some murmurs about indigestion and pregnancy heartburn. After a few softer questions, I manage to persuade her to keep talking about the children at the female factory.

‘Well, the convict girls often got in the family way, as you can imagine. Most were sent out to service and, well, you know what men can be like.’ Her face colours.

‘What happened then?’

‘Sent straight back to Blackwater. Had their babies and a little bit of time to nurse them. Not very much, though.’

‘And after that?’

‘Well, that’s the tragic bit. They were punished for having babies – six months hard labour, usually – then sent back out to service or the cells. Babies stayed in the weaned nursery until they were two or three years old.’

‘Did the mothers see them?’

‘Oh no. Certainly not. There was a nurse in charge of the weaned nursery, but there wasn’t much in the way of care, no sanitation, never enough food and you can only imagine the cold, so a lot of the little ones passed away. Then when they were about three, those littlies that survived were sent to the orphan schools.’

‘But they weren’t orphans.’

‘Mums were still convicts, though. Couldn’t get their children back until their sentence was done or if they found a fellow to marry them who wasn’t a convict.’

I think about the upstairs of the house, the open area on the plans.

‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you about all that,’ says Joyce, patting my arm.

‘Upstairs at the house … it was a big open area before it was a guesthouse.’

‘Lovely guesthouse in its day, very smart. But everyone wants to stay in a fancy hotel now, don’t they? You should—’

‘Was it a nursery up there?’

She stands up quickly, asks me if I want more tea.

‘Joyce, please, I want to know.’

‘Oh goodness, I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth.’

‘Joyce?’

‘I suppose it was … Yes.’





Chapter Twenty

I burst through the front door. King is trying to fill a hole in the wall with lumpy plaster that smells like chalk.

He sees the look on my face. ‘Sweetheart, what’s wrong?’

‘Did you know upstairs was a nursery for convict babies – that they died up there?’

‘What? Come on, slow down.’ He rubs his hands up and down my arms. ‘You’re freezing.’

I let him lead me into our room. He gets a spare blanket, drapes it around my shoulders.

‘Did you know?’ I ask again.

‘I suppose it makes sense,’ he says. ‘The women here would’ve had babies. Obviously.’

‘But did you know, King? You’ve got to tell me.’

‘Calm down, do you want a cup of tea?’

‘No, I don’t want a bloody cup of tea. I want you to tell me if you knew that babies died here.’

‘Of course I didn’t. I would’ve told you  if I knew that. Ruth’s the one that’s interested in the history of this place, not me.’

‘I’m not staying here another night, no way.’

King pulls me into his chest. ‘Come on, you agreed to stay.’

‘Before I knew!’

‘Does it really make a difference? You knew this place was a jail for women. Some of them would have died here, for sure.’

‘Is that supposed to make me feel better?’

‘I’m just saying—’

‘I’m staying at the pub. I won’t spend another night here. Don’t try and make me stay.’

‘Okay, of course sweetheart. That’s the right thing for you to do. I’ll take you there now.’

King rubs his hands over his face like he always does when he’s exhausted. They are red-raw with eczema, some sores ooze white liquid.

‘Your hands are a mess.’

‘I’m wearing gloves now, but it’s too late. So stupid, I should’ve listened to you.’

I pull out some clean tissues from up my sleeve, dab at one of the worst sores on the back of his hand. ‘Maybe if we bandage it up?’

‘The air’s probably better.’

‘It’s the stress of being here. You know that, don’t you?’

He nods. ‘I’ll use the ointment twice a day, try not to get them wet.’

‘Come with me to the pub. You only have to sleep there. And don’t tell me we can’t afford it … we’re so past that now.’

‘Being here is the least I can do for Ruth. She’s been alone with Old Tom all these years; I can’t leave her again. Not until the place is sorted out.’

‘But—’

‘I’m not coping,’ King says in a small voice. ‘I don’t think I’m okay.’

He has the passive look on his face that he gets with Ruth, and I feel a moment of revulsion at his weakness. Then, instantly guilty, I pull him to me and hold him tight, try to ignore the oily smell of his hair, his oniony sweat. ‘What are you feeling, darling?’

‘Just … just, not myself somehow. It’s hard to explain, but I’m not right. Something’s not right …’

‘You need grief counselling. Ann saw someone who was meant to be good. Will you do that? Will you do that for me – if I stay?’

King agrees, and once again I am trapped.





Chapter Twenty-One

I’ve gone to bed long before King does and pretend to be asleep when he comes upstairs. But sleep has never been further out of reach. All I can think about is the babies, littlies as Joyce calls them. The sick, dying littlies. I force myself to do the birth class deep breathing, the full body relaxation that is supposed to help with labour.

King is not quiet when he finally comes into the room. He lets his belt buckle clang on the floor, kicks off his boots. I turn my back to him. But when he slips into bed, one arm curls around me, the other tucks under my body. He bends his knees, locks them in place behind mine so that every inch of us is touching. It’s a position we call the full body cuddle. Sometimes we even fall asleep like this, although we haven’t done that since we’ve been here.

Suddenly I realise that we’re actually curled up in the foetal position – like two babies. Like he once was with Ruth. And I have to force myself not to shuffle away.

The incessant dripping upstairs sounds thunderous in the night, even with the bedroom door closed. The weight of the baby makes my back throb, my calves cramp. I’m sure I have not slept.

I once read that even if you think you didn’t sleep all night, you’re wrong, that there is always some sleep, some rest. In the morning, I try to hold onto this as my eyes burn with tiredness. Exhaustion makes every muscle feel like it’s filled with wet sand.

King seems subdued over breakfast. We eat toast in silence. The toaster is a relic from another era, and the bread must be taken out and turned by hand. It glows red inside, and I burn my fingers a little every time I use it. It has no timer, and today’s toast is frilled with black. I do not have the energy to make more. King picks up his toast and crumbles the singed edges with his fingers. Black flakes speckle the plate and, inexplicably, I’m grinning.

‘What’s funny?’ he says, pushing the plate away.

I try to tell him that I don’t know, but then the laughter comes. Crazy, uncontrollable. I cannot stop. Then it turns to tears, and I’m overcome with heaving, gasping sobs. ‘I miss you,’ I splutter. ‘I’m worried about you … about us.’

King stands up and pats my back like I’m one of his mates at the pub. ‘It’s okay. I’m here.’

‘No, you’re not. You’re not actually here.’

I try to keep busy, searching and sorting, searching and sorting – the endless drudgery of it. I’ve almost given up hope of finding any more information about what happened to Susie or why Angela was so obsessed with the house. I make piles of things to check with Ruth about before I chuck them out.

All the while, I try not to think about what once happened upstairs, about all the secrets still hiding in this house. But that’s impossible, and anxiety creeps up my legs, my back, my arms, then burrows deep into my chest.

A couple of hours pass. And then – a small miracle.

It’s tucked away in a box of junk but wrapped in an old sheet like it has some value, like it still works. A video player. There is no rust, no sign of damage. It even has a cable and a lead. I wrap it back up carefully, place it inside a shopping bag and get the car keys.

~

Joyce is happy to see me. She claps her hands when I show her the video player.

‘Will you look at that,’ she says, ‘aren’t you a clever girl.’

Together, we work out how to hook it up to her TV. It takes us a while. Even Joyce hasn’t done this in years.

Once it’s working, she insists on a bit of ceremony before we insert the video into the player.

There’s still a chance the video itself won’t play or that the quality will be so degraded it’s unwatchable. The last thing I want to do is draw this out any longer, but I have to be polite and wait, the video burning my hands, while Joyce makes tea in a pot, whips cream and warms scones in the oven.

I’ve decided that this video will tell me everything I need to know about King’s family. I have totally over-invested, but right now, it’s all I’ve got.

Joyce stirs the tea, tells me we must be patient, wait for it to brew. But I can’t. I push the video into the machine. It makes a crunching noise and at first there’s only fuzz. Then, a picture snaps into view. Miraculously, it works. A production date scrolls onto the screen, and I realise with a start that it was made only a couple of weeks before Angela died.

We sit through an hour of grainy footage about Port Arthur and male convicts. There’s no mention of Blackwater or even women until the last five minutes. Then finally I get something. It’s not much – a token advertisement for the family who have accommodated the film crew. There’s a shot of Hammond House and the presenter says that it was once a female factory called Blackwater that has since been turned into luxury accommodation.

Then there’s about a minute’s worth of footage showing King and Ruth playing on a swing set in the front garden. Behind them is the house, freshly painted, yellow daisies sprouting in neat garden beds. Ruth is pushing the swing. King grips onto the chain with both hands.

He is impossibly gorgeous – even cuter than in Ruth’s photos. That thick hair sticking out at right angles, and his slightly bucked teeth. Baggy shorts and sticking plasters on both knees, grinning at the camera. My chest tightens. This is what our baby would look like if it was a boy.

And then there is Ruth. She’s awkward, aware of the camera on her and refusing to look up. I cannot see her eyes. She’s wearing shorts identical to King’s and the same green jumper. There’s something creepy about that, but there shouldn’t be – it’s what twins do. But I need King to be everything that Ruth is not. All this shows me that they were always connected, and I don’t want to see that.

The camera then swings around to show Old Tom and Angela standing on the veranda. He has an arm protectively around her, a smile just like his son and the same full head of hair. Angela is gaunt, drawn and pale. Like someone who hasn’t slept well. Hasn’t slept at all. But more than that, she looks miserable. She lifts her head, attempts a smile but doesn’t pull it off.

Is she scared of her husband? She’s leaning away from him just slightly. She is way too thin, ankles that could snap, sharp knees jutting below the hem of her dress, but her stomach is swollen. It’s only a slight bulge in her dress, but enough to arouse suspicion.

Before I can digest this, Joyce speaks. ‘Well, there we are then. Wasn’t much about your place, was there? Hope you’re not too disappointed.’

I assure her that I’m not, then rewind the video a bit and watch the end again. I need to be sure. On the second viewing I catch her touching her stomach, spreading both hands over the tiny bulge. And then I am sure. Angela is pregnant.





Chapter Twenty-Two

I do not know what to do with this information – what it might mean. For now, I say nothing. That night Ruth makes her ‘special’ macaroni cheese for dinner. It is the first time I have seen her cook, and the first time I’ve seen her without a joey. Maybe this is a positive sign. The three of us sit at the table and she dishes up – a heaped bowlful for King and a smaller serve for me. I haven’t had macaroni cheese since I was a child, and even then I never liked its gluey texture.

‘Smells nice,’ I say.

King scoops up a forkful, puts it into his mouth. I try to catch his eye but can’t.

‘So yummy, Ruthie,’ he says, and must mean it because he’s devouring the food with an enthusiasm that couldn’t be faked.

Ruth practically glows with pride, and there’s that mouth quiver that actually makes me want to slap her.

‘But it’s cheese sauce,’ I say.

King looks up at me. ‘And?’

‘Nothing.’ I spear a single piece of macaroni and put it in my mouth. It’s actually delicious – pasta cooked al dente, sauce creamy and tangy, nothing like the gluggy stuff from my childhood.

‘Good?’ says King.

I put down my fork, nudge my plate away. ‘Thanks for cooking, Ruth.’

King goes straight back to work when he is finished. Ruth disappears upstairs. I go to the fridge and, with my back turned, spoon lukewarm macaroni straight into my mouth until I feel like bursting.

I’ve decided to ask Ruth about her mother. I’m starting not to care about anyone’s feelings. I am more cautious than ever climbing the stairs. It must not be rushed. Every step is tested before I trust it. I walk sideways now so that both hands can grip the banister, then transfer my weight slowly onto each new step. King has patched the broken one, but I stomp down hard before trusting it.

I will make my way down on my backside so that there is no chance of slipping. But the stairs seem so solid now, like they have been here forever. It’s hard to believe one was rotten, although the evidence is there in the board King has temporarily nailed into place over the hole.

I’m surprised when Ruth answers my knock straight away. She slithers out of her room, shutting the door swiftly behind her, fingering the keys around her waist as if she’s tempted to lock it. She does not trust me. I start the conversation by telling her about the video, that someone at the pub told me about its existence, that I’m interested in history. I don’t tell her I’ve seen it, just in case she reports back to King. In fact, of course she will. Ruth won’t keep a secret for me.

‘Anyway, I hope you don’t mind me asking you this, but I hope it’s okay because it was a long time ago …’

Ruth just stares.

‘Was your mum going to have another baby? I mean, someone at the pub mentioned it when I was there the other day.’

She doesn’t seem at all surprised by this question. ‘Little Baby Bunting will never be born at Blackwater.’

‘Baby Bunting?’

‘Mummy’s baby that wasn’t born.’

‘Oh Ruth, I’m so sorry, that must have been awful for you – for the whole family.’

‘The hurt. It can kill you.’ Then Ruth opens her door just a fraction and disappears into the darkness once again. I hear the key on the inside turning in the lock.

~

Yet again, I cannot sleep. I have never gone so long without proper sleep before. Thick blankets stifle me. I kick them off, and then must fall into a snooze for a while because I wake up cold, blankets heaped on the floor. My phone says it’s three in the morning. King is not beside me.

I can smell something that’s not right. It’s not burning exactly but sulphurous, like matches. I clench my teeth, grind them together, something I haven’t done in years. A deep ache begins in my jaw, shooting pain up into my ears, but it barely registers. A house as full of rubbish as this would go up like a bonfire in minutes. I scramble out of bed.

The smell comes from the kitchen, where King is sitting at the table. There are no lights on, but the moonlight glinting through the window is enough to see by. Then his face, black with stubble and dirt, is lit by the flare of a single match. He stares at the flame, mesmerised, and I watch as it burns down to his fingertips. He does not blow it out.

I want to tell him not to burn himself, but then I see that the tips of his fingers are already blistered, and now I am watching too. The flame reaches his fingertips, and surely it must hurt – there are barely any nails to protect his skin. But King holds his body completely still. He waits until the flame falters and dies of its own accord. Then he lights another.

Beside him on the table is an ashtray filled with used matches. There’s a heaped pile of matchbooks that were collected by Old Tom in a bowl next to that. I have found some of these matchbooks around the house, interested momentarily by the ancient advertising on some of them, a little glimpse of local history that seemed so harmless. There are also fresh scratches on King’s neck, eczema on his nose. I shiver, and he must sense I’m there.

‘Babe?’ he says. ‘What’re you doing out of bed?’

‘I smelled something.’

‘Oh,’ he says, ‘it’s nothing. Go back to sleep.’

But I can’t, not knowing that the house might burn while I sleep. King was right. He is not okay. Not okay at all. ‘Come with me? Please come with me. It’s late.’

King looks absently at his watch, the blank look on his face reminding me again of Ruth. Then he stands, follows me down the hall and into the bedroom. The tips of the first two fingers of his right hand and his thumb are badly burnt.

‘You should run your fingers under cold water. Go back down to the kitchen then come straight to bed.’

He obeys my instructions without a word. I wait in the hall, watching his every move.

The tap creaks, water runs, pipes shiver. Then he shuffles down the hallway towards me, head cast down. King comes to bed and falls instantly into a deep sleep. I am exhausted, but have never felt more awake.

Time passes slowly. I hear the click of the back door, as Ruth leaves for her nightly vigil. I get up to go to the toilet. After waking up to the stench of urine when I used the chamber pot, I refused to do it again and have been using the one outside, braving the blackness, the whip of the wind and hidden spiders. But I’m so cold now, the thought of stepping out there is almost impossible. If I use the upstairs loo, but don’t flush it and go up and down the stairs with care, what can go wrong?

Ruth’s bedroom door is ajar. It is always locked, but she has slipped up in her vigilance and it sits ajar. Tantalising. Irresistible. Although there are three rooms that make up ‘Ruth’s Quarters’, only one door is open. I push it very slowly. I have a slight feeling of dread, a sense that doing this might change things. I smell rotting vegetation – like the water in a vase of flowers that has gone green and slimy – and something else. Rank. Dead. It is so dark. I fumble by the door and find a pull cord for the light, yank down on it hard. The room is flooded with brightness.

For a moment I think that what I’m seeing cannot be true – that I’m back in one of my nightmares. But I am wide awake. Even though there are three doors, they all open onto just one huge space, without the dividing walls that exist on the other side of the hall. The space is filled with four neat rows of baby’s cots, at least a dozen in each row. Each cot is different. Most are made of iron, rusty and shedding flakes of paint. They are all broken things that stand unsteady on wobbly castors. One has only three legs and is propped up by a leaning pile of bricks. Several are missing rungs so that any real baby would fall out. There are other more modern wooden cots. All look like they’ve been salvaged from the tip. Some are so damaged they are held together with bits of cord and rope and even masking tape.

But these cots are not empty. Each one contains a single doll. There are porcelain dolls, the glaze on their faces a mess of cracks and chips, so that they look like old women with hugely dilated black pupils and red blobs for lips. In several cots are rag dolls with plaits of matted wool and button eyes. There are crocheted dolls, knitted dolls, a wax doll with a bouffant hairdo and pearls around her neck, and a doll made of felt wearing a sailor’s outfit. There are fleshy plastic dolls that look like newborn babies. And there are even a couple of Barbie dolls. These, with their platinum-blonde hair and pointy breasts, are somehow the most disturbing of all. Each doll lies under a white sheet with hospital corners that is tucked into a lumpy mattress. Some of the mattresses are just balls of newspaper wadded together.

Something rustles, and I jump. It is a pillowcase full of squirming joeys. They share a cot with a naked, bloated baby doll that’s sucking its thumb. Dust catches in my throat, and I cough. A haze of it hangs in the room. I run my finger along one of the cots and it turns orange. Brick dust. The smell in the room suddenly makes me gag. I cannot stay in here a moment longer.

I hurry back to our room, tell King that he must wake up. He’s groggy and unresponsive at first, but I shake him hard until he rouses.

‘What the hell?’ he says.

‘You’ve got to come with me.’ My voice is panicky.

‘I’m asleep.’

‘King!’

Reluctantly, he gets out of bed, follows me up the stairs. I fling open the door to Ruth’s room, and he steps inside, says nothing.

‘This is totally insane,’ I say. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 

‘Because I knew this was how you’d react. So what? She’s not all there. Never has been. Jesus, Grace, I need to sleep.’ His eyes are wild.

‘We’ve got to get out of here. I can’t stay in this place. I’m scared.’

‘What’s your problem?’ he says. ‘Get a grip on yourself. Scared of a few dolls? You cannot be serious.’

I look at his matted hair, the burnt fingers and his filthy clothes. Eyes I barely recognise. ‘King, what has happened to you?’

‘Me? What’s happened to me? You’re the one with the problem. I’m just trying to do the right thing for everyone, can’t you see that? When did you become so bloody selfish? And scared of dolls? Fucking seriously?’

Then King is silent. He hangs his head and walks out of Ruth’s room and downstairs. I grip the banister and go down the stairs as fast as I dare. The car keys are on the kitchen table. I grab them and my bag and go outside. King does not follow.

I get in the car, put my foot down hard on the accelerator and pull onto the road. I will not be coming back.





Chapter Twenty-Three

I’ve only been driving a few minutes when I get my first cramp. It feels like elastic tightening across my skin. I ignore it. Then there’s another. They are fake contractions, that’s all – I’ve read about these. It can’t be labour. Not now. Not here. I will not panic, that is the worst thing to do.

I pull the car over to the side of the road. The baby is very still. I can feel moisture between my legs. I push my hand under the elastic waistband of my jeans and into my underwear. There is blood, bright red and fresh on my hand. The cramps are getting stronger, or maybe I’m just imagining that. Still, I cannot go anywhere. The house is only a few minutes away.

I pull the car onto the road and make a clumsy U-turn. Back at the house I park awkwardly, then slam my hand down hard on the horn. In just moments, King comes rushing outside. Then he is opening the driver’s door, and I can see the worry on his face. The anger from before is gone.

‘I’m bleeding,’ I say. ‘And cramps.’

‘Oh Jesus! Right. Let’s get you to the hospital.’ 

‘But Hobart’s over an hour away.’

‘There’s nowhere nearer.’ 

King helps me clamber out and get into the passenger seat. ‘Put the seat-back down and close your eyes. It might help.’

I try this, but a rush of sickness has me sitting up and reaching to open the window. I need to look at the landscape speeding past, get some air on my face. The blood has made a rust-coloured patch on the seat between my legs. I have to twist to see it, but it seems like a lot, and surely anything is too much.

‘Oh God, please hurry,’ I say. ‘Can’t you drive faster?’

King shakes his head. ‘Too much wildlife. It’ll be okay, don’t you worry about anything. Our little one will be just fine, sweetheart.’

The cramps have eased off, and that must be a good sign, but the baby is so still. I poke a little mound that I think is a foot. Nothing.

‘I’m so worried,’ I whisper.

King makes gentle shushing sounds, tells me over and over that we will be okay. ‘Our baby is fine,’ he says. ‘It will all be okay. Bubs is just having a sleep, that’s all.’

When we finally pull into the emergency department, I’ve convinced myself that she is dead. Tears stream down my face. King parks in a place meant for an ambulance, leaps out of the car so fast he doesn’t shut the driver’s door. I hear him calling for help.

Then I’m helped out of the car into a waiting wheelchair. I’m whimpering, crying, telling them about the blood, begging them to hurry.

‘Take it easy now,’ says a reassuring female voice. ‘We’re nearly there.’

Someone pushes the wheelchair along too fast, which makes me think that something must be seriously wrong.

King keeps in step, clutching my hand and telling me over and over that everything will be fine. I want to yell at him to shut up. That it isn’t fine at all.

We are taken into a sterile white cubicle, a curtain whipped around us. The smell of disinfectant makes my stomach spasm, but the cramps have stopped. In just moments, a doctor arrives. He’s young and fit, built lean like a runner, but there are plum-coloured crescents under his eyes.

‘My baby,’ I say. ‘I can’t feel her moving.’

‘Just relax,’ he says, and it seems such a stupid request. ‘It’s not going to help baby if you’re distressed. I need to give you a full examination before we can have any idea what’s going on.’

The doctor pokes and prods my belly, then asks me to open my legs. ‘How long have you been bleeding?’

‘A couple of hours? Maybe a bit less than that.’

I feel the doctor’s finger inside me and stop myself from telling him to be careful, not to hurt her.

‘When was your last ultrasound?’ he asks.

‘Twenty weeks.’

‘All normal?’

‘Yes, but I fell on the stairs a few days ago.’

‘You fell down some stairs?’

‘Well not down them exactly, but I landed on my backside. There was this tightening feeling.’

‘And did that feeling stay for very long?’

‘No. Just a minute or so.’

‘Has it come back since?’

I shake my head.

The doctor puts his cold stethoscope on my belly, listens for what seems like too long.

‘Is she okay?’

‘I can hear the heartbeat. Nice and strong.’

King exhales. ‘Thank Christ for that.’

‘I expect it’s just fine, but we won’t know if everything’s normal until we do a scan. Shouldn’t be too long,’ he says, and then leaves the cubicle, pulling the curtain closed behind him.

‘But I want the scan now,’ I cry.

‘It’s okay,’ says King, his thumb working deep into my palm. ‘If he thought there was real danger they’d be rushing you straight in there.’

‘But what if he’s wrong? He’s so young, maybe he hasn’t had much experience. And he’s exhausted. Did you see the rings under his eyes?’

An older, female nurse comes in. She’s got a giant sanitary pad in a plastic dish and a white gown draped over her arm. ‘Now then,’ she says, ‘let’s get you more comfortable, hey?’ The nurse glares at King like she wants him to leave, but I hang onto his hand, and she doesn’t say anything.

After she’s helped me change, stuck the lumpy pad into my underpants, she studies King. ‘Looks like you’ve been in the wars yourself.’

I realise how he must look, the burnt fingertips and scratches on his neck, red eczema everywhere. He is wearing a filthy khaki jumper with frayed cuffs and sagging trousers that barely reach his ankles. ‘He’s renovating,’ I say.

‘Must be quite a job.’

After she’s gone, King perches on the edge of the bed. It squeaks under his weight. Then he leans forwards, wraps his arms around me. It’s awkward on such a small bed but he holds me with care. I feel the scratch of his bristles as he kisses my neck, and even though he smells of unwashed clothes, underneath that is the familiar smell of him.

Then I pull away.

‘What’s wrong?’ he says.

‘Back at the house … you can’t talk to me like that.’ I try to muster some anger, but feel so drained.

‘I know, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.’

‘I’m sick to death of “sorry”, King. It becomes meaningless after a while.’

He picks up my left hand, rubs his finger over my wedding band. ‘I can’t believe I spoke to you like that. I don’t know what came over me.’

‘That sounds like you’re not taking responsibility for it.’

‘Please don’t think that. I’ve been a shit, and I’m not trying to get out of it or anything. It’s just … the past rushes back at me down here, when I’m in that house. It gets under my skin. That’s why I haven’t been back in so long.’

There’s a lump in my throat. ‘It’s been hard for you. I get that.’

‘We should never have come.’

‘He’s your father, you had no choice. And we had to help Ruth.’

‘I shouldn’t have brought you.’

‘King, you’ve been lying to me. About Susie.’

He rubs his face with his hands, then looks at them like he’s surprised they are such a ragged mess. ‘I should have told you about that. It was stupid of me – unfair.’

‘I need you to tell me what happened. Everything.’

‘Susie was my first proper girlfriend.’

‘That makes sense, but you should’ve said. Why would you even lie about it?’

‘I was so young.’

‘How old was she when she disappeared?’

‘Seventeen, same as me.’

I have to ask, even though I don’t really want the answer. ‘The baby?’

His silence tells me. I’m torn between feeling sorry for him because of what he’s been through and angry because of his secrecy.

‘And you never thought to mention it? Seriously?’

‘It’s all such a horrible mess, that’s why … I loved her so much. We were going to be a family. I know I was young, but we would’ve made it work somehow. I was staying up in Hobart, working on a building site and trying to get some money together before the baby came. Susie hadn’t told her parents, but when she did, they kicked her out. They were religious – never going to accept it. She had nowhere to go, so she went to the house, to see if Old Tom would let her stay there until I got back.’

‘What happened?’

‘Well, as far as I know, he took her in. He already knew she was pregnant, although he wasn’t happy about it.’

He stops talking, rubs a sore on one of his knuckles.

‘But then what?’

‘No one knows for sure. She supposedly just vanished. But that’s bullshit.’

‘Please, King, I’ve heard things. I need to know what you think happened.’

‘The cops thought that Old Tom had something to do with her disappearance, and so did most of the people in town. Still do, probably.’

‘You’re still not telling me what you think.’

‘Can we just let this go? I don’t want you to think about it, babe, not now.’

‘Bloody hell, King, stop keeping things from me. I’m your wife.’ The voices from the cubicle next door suddenly stop. ‘Did you believe them?’ I whisper.

‘I thought it was possible.’

‘Why? Why would he do that?’

‘He didn’t want me to leave with her, wanted me to stay at home with Ruth, thought I was too young to be a father. All of that, probably. He always got his own way.’

‘But what would he have done with her?’

The question hovers between us for a few moments before he answers. ‘I don’t know. Somehow persuaded her that I was no good … something like that. Paid her to leave me.’

‘Paid her?

‘Maybe.’

But this  cannot be what really happened. ‘Must have been terrible for her parents.’

‘They searched for years. I think they moved to New Zealand eventually.’

‘Did you look for her?’

‘Of course, but what hope did I have if the cops couldn’t find her. It was the worst thing that ever happened to me … took me years to get over it. I just couldn’t believe that she was gone.’ His voice cracks.

‘Come here.’

He leans forwards, and I put my arms around him. ‘Losing them both like that, you must’ve been devastated.’

‘I went a bit wild for a few years, drinking way too much, partying. I was pretty lost. Got myself together eventually, though. Did the marketing course, got my first decent job. Things got better, much better. And then I met you.’

‘What about Ruth, what did she do when you left?’

‘I gave her a choice: come with me and make a new start in Melbourne, or stay here with Old Tom.’

‘And?’

‘She chose to stay.’

‘Keeping something like that a secret from your wife – it’s not right. You should’ve told me.’

‘I know, and I meant to, especially when you got pregnant, but … I was scared.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of losing you. I couldn’t believe I’d met someone so amazing, and you were so much younger than me. I was staggered you were interested to be honest. I’d dated lots of women, I’ve told you that, but I’d given up hope of finding someone I’d fall in love with. Susie was the only one I ever felt that way about. I actually believed you only got one chance at it – until you, sweetheart. When we met, everything changed in an instant. I would have done anything – anything – to make things work with you. Then when you got pregnant, I couldn’t believe my luck. Here was my chance to start again, to make it right.’

‘Oh King, I had no idea.’

‘I blamed myself for leaving Susie. I should never have gone up to Hobart. She begged me not to go, you know. Actually begged me. We would have managed without the money, and I knew her parents wouldn’t accept it when they found out, but I was determined to make a decent life for us.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, darling. You could never have known what would happen.’

‘No, but the fact is, she needed me and I wasn’t there. That will never happen with you. I give you my word.’

I stroke the back of his hand. ‘I believe you.’

He sits quietly for a moment. Then says, ‘The old man wasn’t much of a father, really.’

I take the opening. ‘You don’t think it’s possible that he … that he killed her?’

King looks into my eyes, blinks once, twice. And then nods.





Chapter Twenty-Four

The nurse comes back in before I can process this. She wraps a blood-pressure cuff around my arm. ‘How are we feeling, then?’

I’ve actually stopped thinking about the baby. ‘Okay, thanks.’

‘Cramps?’

I shake my head.

‘I need to check your pad. See if the bleeding’s stopped.’

‘I’ll get some coffee,’ says King. ‘You want chocolate, babe?’

‘Is that a rhetorical question?’

King smiles, kisses me on the forehead and is gone.

The nurse tugs the curtain around us and pulls my underpants down to my knees. ‘You know that stress can cause an episode like this.’

‘I know that.’

‘If you need someone to talk to, we have an excellent clinic here. I can organise a referral.’

‘I don’t need to talk to anyone. Look, I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine. Really.’

‘It’s just that your husband—’

‘Renovations. Such a nightmare.’

The nurse leaves, and I’m my own. I can smell vomit and disinfectant, hear muffled crying. The bed is so hard that my backside aches. I wiggle backwards and forwards, but it’s impossible to get comfortable.

Before long, King is back. He’s got a slightly wilted bunch of red roses, a red helium balloon in the shape of a love heart and a box of chocolates.

‘Will this get me back in the good books?’ he says.

‘Might help. Thanks, darling, that’s really thoughtful.’

‘About time I did something right by you.’ King puts the balloon and flowers at the end of the bed, rips the cellophane off the chocolates. ‘Truffles – your favourite, right?’

‘God yes, let me at them.’

‘Did the nurse say everything’s okay?’

‘The bleeding’s stopped.’

‘Excellent news.’

I bite into a white chocolate truffle coated in coconut. ‘That is seriously good. Try one.’

King shakes his head. ‘I had a muffin in the cafeteria.’

‘No wonder you hated your dad so much, thinking he might have done such a terrible thing.’

‘There was no evidence. He wasn’t charged, but I could never be sure. The doubt was always there. That was the hardest part … not knowing.’

‘What did Ruth think?’

‘She adored the old man, thought the sun shone out of his backside. Wouldn’t even consider it was a possibility. That was hard for me, too.’

‘You were on your own.’

He squeezes my hand. ‘Not anymore.’

‘Was she close to your mum, too? It must have been devastating for her when she died, for you both.’

Something flits over his face.

‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘With Mum … it’s not like I said.’

‘You mean, another lie.’

‘Please, babe, just listen. No more lies, I swear. It’s just that there’s been so much tragedy in my family … so much shame. I didn’t know how to tell you any of this. I can see now that was wrong. I should’ve known it wouldn’t change your feelings about me.’

King looks down at his hands as he speaks. ‘When Mum fell, it wasn’t actually a stroke. It was an accident – a terrible, terrible tragic accident that changed our family forever.’

He takes a deep breath. ‘Ruth was playing on the landing, whacking a tennis ball against the wall. She used to do that a lot, we both did. If you hit the ball hard enough it ricocheted off the wall on the other side. We’d have competitions. Anyway, apparently Mum came out of one of the rooms with a basket of laundry to take downstairs. It was too full, she could barely see over the top of it. The ball bounced off the wall, and Ruth … well she sort of ducked to hit it and her shoulder clipped Mum. It would have happened so fast. Mum lost her balance and just fell.’

‘Oh my God! That’s terrible. Were you there?’

‘No, I was at school. Ruth was home sick. She was always trying to get out of going to school. But there’s something else: Mum was pregnant at the time … I’ve lost a child … and a sibling.’

King is crying. He doesn’t make a sound but his shoulders heave, tears spill down his cheeks.

I pull him to me, stroke the nape of his neck where he likes to be touched when he cannot sleep, make soothing noises. ‘They never told me the truth – Ruth and the old man. Not until years later.’

‘That’s why you were homeschooled.’

‘You know what gossip is like. He wanted to protect her, keep her safe from it. There were plenty of rumours though, including that Mum killed herself. That one really hurt. The old man should’ve just told the police the truth. She was only a child. I suppose it was just easier to pretend it hadn’t happened that way, that Mum had tripped. But that wasn’t the right thing for Ruth. Or for me.’

‘When did you find out?’

‘Ruth told me when we were sixteen, we’d both been drinking. He never would’ve told me. I left home then, moved into a cabin at the caravan park. I couldn’t deal with it – not what had happened, that was an accident, but I couldn’t handle that the two of them had kept it from me for all those years.’

‘Maybe they were just trying to protect you,’ I say. ‘But still, it must have been really hard to find out that way. What happened to your relationship with Ruth?’

King sits up, gets a tissue from the cabinet by the bed. ‘We’d drifted apart a bit by then anyway. She was totally obsessed with the history of the house, and I had zero interest in all that. She wanted to find out who Mum’s convict relative was, which was why my parents bought the house in the first place.’

‘And did she?’

‘Probably. I never asked. She used to make all these trips up to the library in Hobart. Seriously, she went up there every day for months on the bus. Then she just stopped, but she’d become even more …’

‘Unusual?’ I say, choosing the word carefully.

‘Distant … sort of distracted, like her head was somewhere else. I should’ve been more concerned, but I was young. Back then, I just wanted to be with my mates and then with Susie. To be honest, I was embarrassed by her. I feel pretty bad about that now, but Ruth was always strong. She was fine without me.’

I think of King without that invisible cord that links him to his twin sister, ignoring her in favour of his friends, in favour of his girlfriend. ‘That’s normal for siblings. But Ruth clearly adores you. You adore each other.’

‘Twins,’ he says.

‘I don’t get it, you know. The twin thing.’

‘It means that you’re always part of each other, no matter what happens. That’s why it hurt so much that she didn’t tell me.’

This comment shouldn’t bother me, but it does. ‘Have you seen her much since you left home?’

‘We wrote to each other, and she’d ring me when they still had a landline connected. She’s never had a mobile. I’d come down here every few years.’

‘You never said.’

‘I never wanted to tell you about my family.’

‘And why didn’t she come to our wedding?’

‘She barely leaves the house, let alone town. Never been anywhere else, as far as I know.’

‘Even more reason to find her a place down here.’

‘She’s stronger than you think.’

But I have not seen a moment of weakness in Ruth.

‘I don’t understand why your father didn’t just sell up and go somewhere else. It must have been awful living there after everything that happened. Why would he stay?’

‘Ruth wouldn’t go. She’s got this attachment – has had since she was a little kid. I’ve never understood it. Plus, she was in a bad way after Mum died. I suppose we both were. He would’ve done anything to keep her happy.’

‘I’m so sorry about all of it, darling. You’re amazing to have coped so well all these years. I’m really proud of you.’

‘Nothing for you to be sorry about. You’re the one who made everything right.’

I hear the nurse in the next-door cubicle asking about a patient’s bowel movements. ‘I keep a special defecation journal,’ says an elderly woman. ‘Shape, size, colour, texture – everything. It’s very thorough. Would you like to see?’

King shakes his head, a horrified look on his face. We smile at each other.

‘I found some letters written by your mum. They were addressed to the house, which was weird, and she sounded very scared.’

‘Really? Probably just stupid superstitions about the place. I’ve got no time for all that rubbish. Or maybe she was scared of the old man. He had a temper. They used to fight.’

‘King, there’s something else. This is really important. Those scars on Ruth’s arms and neck … She tries to hide them but they’re really obvious. And now you’ve been scratching your neck in the night – not just scratching your eczema like you sometimes do, but really hurting yourself, drawing blood. And the matches, King. That freaked me out. You actually burnt your fingers. All of it together is making me so worried about you. Is it some kind of inherited thing you’ve both got? Is it some sort of mental illness?’

‘The stain,’ he whispers.

‘What?’

‘There’s a stain in the genes.’

For a moment I think this is another one of his old-fashioned sayings – that he’s joking with me, trying to make light of it. But he has never looked more serious. And then I hear the old woman’s voice. When two stains meet.

‘Stain? What does that even mean?’

‘Something that runs in the family. It’s genetic, I suppose. Look, it won’t happen again. It’s just stress, and we’ll be out of the house in no time.’

‘So it’s happened to you before?’

‘Yes … I should’ve said, but it didn’t seem important … and it’s been so long. Only ever happened when I was a kid living at home. And you can see why that might have been stressful! I actually haven’t thought about it in years.’

‘I’m still worried, it’s not … what healthy people do.’

‘Really, I’m fine. I’ll talk to the grief counsellor about it if you like. It’s literally been years since anything like that happened.’

‘But it’s happening now.’

‘Happened. Finished. I promise you. I love you so much, sweetheart. You and our little one. We’re going to be alright.’

It takes two hours for them to wheel me down to a room for the scan, and another half an hour before the doctor comes back to our cubicle.

Well,’ he says, ‘everything seems to be fine. We just need you to keep an eye on things.’

‘But there’s nothing wrong?’

‘No, nothing. Just don’t go lifting anything heavy.’

‘Right.’ I turn to King. ‘I’ll have to go home, darling. You can stay here if you need to. I’ll be fine.’

‘Where’s home?’ asks the doctor.

‘Melbourne.’

The doctor shakes his head. ‘No flying I’m afraid. You need to give it at least two weeks. Make sure there’s no more bleeding.’ He grins. ‘Then you’re good to go.’

‘But the flight’s an hour. Surely that’ll be fine?’

‘Probably. But why take the risk?’

King grips my hand.

‘Just relax. Enjoy a bit of rest,’ says the doctor. ‘Trust me, we’ve got a six-week-old and a toddler, you won’t be getting much of that soon.’

‘What about the boat to Melbourne?’ I ask. ‘The ferry.’

The doctor gives me an exasperated smile. ‘No boats. No planes. Just automobiles.’

He laughs at his joke. We don’t.

‘Just take it easy while you can.’

‘But there’s nothing wrong with the baby?’

‘Nope, nothing at all, but bleeding and cramps are not normal. You don’t want to have your baby early if you can help it. And there’s no reason why you should.’

The doctor leaves, and I get dressed. King kneels down to lace up my shoes.

‘I want to go home.’

‘You can’t, babe. Not yet.’

‘Well, I’m not going back to that horrible house and Ruth’s spooky dolls. There’s no way.’ There’s a childish whine in my voice that I don’t like.

‘No way, José,’ says King.

‘It’s not a joke.’

‘But seriously, there’s nothing to be scared of. Plus Ruth needs us to sort things out for her. She can’t manage it on her own.’

‘I want to stay at the pub.’

King takes both of my hands, presses them into his chest. ‘Hand on my heart, I’ll look after you and do everything I can to get us out of there as quick as we can. Two weeks, okay? That’s what the doctor said. We’ll book the flights home now. Doesn’t matter what state the place is in, I hand the keys over to a real estate agent then. No ifs, ands or buts.’

‘But the pub, King. What difference will it make if I stay there? I can still come and help during the day.’

He looks into my eyes. ‘Alright, sweetheart. The pub it is.’

I take him in again: the swollen tips of his burnt fingers, the torn fingernails, the deep bloody scratches on his neck, the angry eczema. I am sure he’s lost weight.

And so we head back to Blackwater, my mood plummeting the moment we get into the car.





Chapter Twenty-Five

I take it easy the next day, and that evening King sets up the old TV in the bedroom. We pile all the pillows we can find onto the bed. I feel exhausted. Tomorrow I will get back into sorting out the junk. I tell him he has to get the landline fixed – I can’t be stuck here without a way to ring an ambulance – and he promises to get onto it in the morning.

There’s a stack of magazines and a couple of books we bought on the way back sitting on the bedside table, a fresh jug of water. King’s put a slice of lemon in it. Juicy globules of pulp float on the top and a couple of seeds have drifted to the bottom. He’s being thoughtful, but I’m surprised he’s forgotten that the acidity gives me heartburn. I haven’t been able to eat lemons for months.

I change into my pyjamas and get into bed, even though it’s only early evening. The extra pillows ease the ache in my shoulders. I think maybe this can work. But then I flick through the magazines, realising that I will have read them all by tomorrow. I start on one of the books, but it’s a thriller, and my foggy brain loses all sense of the plot by the second chapter. The TV sound crackles and the picture is bad. All that’s ever on are ancient episodes of Neighbours or sport.

At home, I would be passing the time bingeing on Netflix shows. I had three series lined up to watch – a way to fill in the long last weeks of my pregnancy after I finished up at work. What a difference that would make to these limping hours.

Ruth appears in the doorway. It is hard not to see her differently now. Impossible, actually.

‘Come in,’ I say.

She seems reluctant, but I pat the bed, and she perches on the end of it. Today she wears dungarees. They are white and made of a knobbly fabric that reminds me of popped plastic bubble wrap. I am sure she makes her own clothes.

‘Louisa?’ she says.

I’m impressed she has remembered her name. ‘Fine, all good. No lifting heavy stuff, that’s all. I have to stay put for a while. It’s two weeks, the doctor said, before I can go home. No flying or taking the ferry, unfortunately.’

‘Baby won’t come here?’ She looks stricken.

‘Hopefully bloody not.’

‘Maybe?’

I nod miserably. ‘I suppose it’s possible.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘Go.’

‘Ruth,’ I say firmly, ‘I am stuck here. I’ve got no other choice.’

‘Out! Out! Get out of the house!’ she says, and I am back in that room with Old Tom, can even smell his faecal breath.

‘Ruth, please—’

But she rushes from the room.

Eventually, King comes in with dinner. ‘How’re you feeling?’ he asks, putting a tray of food on the bed.

‘Your sister yelled at me, told me to get out of her house.’

‘I’ll talk to her.’

‘Why doesn’t she want me here?’

‘It’s not you, it’s her. She’s not herself.’

‘That’s exactly what you said about your father.’

‘Was it?’

‘Except she’s not doped up on drugs. Surely she understands I can’t go home yet.’

Kings rips a curl of skin from around his thumb. ‘I’ll talk to her.’

‘I’m trying to be understanding, King. She needs to know it’s not her house.’

‘I know you are, sweetheart. Hope the dinner’s okay. We should have got some shopping on the way back.’

I look at the food, mushroom soup from a can, gelatinous and grey, and a bruised apple for dessert. At least I’m not going to put on too much weight these last few weeks. I’m going to have to lose at least fifteen kilos afterwards, probably more, so this is something, I suppose.

I’ve realised why Ruth does not like eating with us: she’s never seen a dentist, at least not as an adult. She has lost several teeth and is always rubbing her gums with something purple that she puts on a cotton bud. The fridge is filled with tubs of banana yoghurt and jelly, slabs of sickly peppermint cream chocolate that she sucks until it dissolves in her mouth. The food of an indulged child. There is tinned soup in the cupboard, powdered strawberry milk and jars of baby food. I could not bear to see her eat baby food. Surely that is for the joeys.

‘Thanks for the soup.’

‘I’ll shop tomorrow; we’ll make a list.’

I put a spoonful in my mouth to show solidarity. It contains a slimy mushroom, stone cold in the middle when I bite into it. I swallow it down whole. Try not to gag. ‘Can you get Coke?’

‘You hate Coke.’

‘But the baby loves it.’

‘Well, in that case, I’ll buy every bottle and can the shop has got.’

‘Is there a washing machine and dryer? I’ve got clean undies but no extra clothes.’

‘There’s a washer, no dryer as far as I know.’

‘But they’ll never dry. I can’t wear the same clothes for two weeks.’

‘There used to be a laundrette … you can wear something of Ruth’s while I’m out looking.’

I start to giggle.

‘What’s so funny?’ asks King.

‘I’m not really sure where to start.’

‘I thought it was a good idea.’

‘Seriously, King?’

He looks genuinely confused.

‘Well I’m not going to explain it to you. Put chocolate on the shopping list. Fruit and nut. A family size block.’

‘You mean, because Ruth’s not your size?’

~

The rest of the evening passes excruciatingly slowly. I’ve never been good at sitting still. Just the thought of not doing much for two weeks makes me feel fidgety. But going back to sorting junk makes me feel worse. It can wait until morning.

King’s lack of understanding about Ruth’s clothes bothers me. He is the only man I know who enjoys clothes shopping. King often comes with me and offers excellent advice about colours and fit. He even sometimes buys me clothes as gifts – and gets it right.

I distract myself by flossing and brushing my teeth in the kitchen sink, then rubbing the minty oil into my belly and hips that’s meant to stop stretchmarks but doesn’t. They cut across my skin, wide as train tracks. I make the most of every moment I’m out of that damn bed, even giving my hair a hundred strokes with the brush, although that makes it greasy and washing it has become so awkward. I didn’t shower this morning and can’t face it tonight. I check Ruth isn’t lurking anywhere then swipe a face washer under my armpits and between my legs.

Finally, King comes to bed. I flatten the hump of mattress between us so he can press up to me, and we fall asleep with our bodies touching. But when I wake up cold in the night, the bed is empty. At first, I assume he’s gone to the toilet, but too much time elapses for that, and I get a very bad feeling. So I haul myself out of bed and push my feet into the nanna-like velour slippers that I bought from the hospital shop before we left.

I can hear King moving around in the kitchen, and the light is on. This seems to be the room he usually sits in when he’s alone. I don’t know why he doesn’t go into the front room or Old Tom’s sitting room where there’s at least a saggy couch. Surely it would be more comfortable than the wooden kitchen chairs with their straight, solid backs that are like some medieval punishment for bad posture.

The kitchen light filters through into the hallway, but I run my hand along the wall and take tiny steps, just in case there’s something lying on the floor that’s invisible below the jutting bulk of me. I will take no more risks in this place. About halfway down, I can see into the kitchen. King is not sitting in a chair but leaning against the kitchen bench, legs astride. He is only wearing underpants, white ones that went in with a dark wash and are now the colour of rodent skin. He must be frozen. But he doesn’t look cold, his face is slick with sweat, his whole pale body glows with it. Does he have a fever? And then I see the blood, a thin red line running down the inside of this thigh.

King must hear me. He turns his head. ‘You okay?’

This seems so ridiculous, I can only nod.

‘You should get back to bed,’ he says.

King’s ignoring the blood like it’s not there, but it is, running obscenely down his leg, all the way to his ankle, then darkening the floor.

‘What happened?’ I say.

He swipes at the blood with his hand, smearing it into a fan shape across his thigh. ‘Nothing. I was tightening a washer under the sink. It’s just a scratch.’

‘But you’re bleeding!’

‘Grace, come on. It’s just a scratch.’ To prove this, he licks his finger and rubs the cut on his inner thigh. He’s right, there’s a lot of blood but it is just a scratch.

‘Aren’t you cold? It’s freezing in here.’

He shakes his head. ‘I’ve been working. And you need to sleep.’

He takes my shoulders and turns me firmly towards the hall like I am the one who needs looking after. I tell myself it’s just a scratch. That I’m overreacting and exaggerating things. King was fixing something and was too hot with clothes on. And now he’s guiding me back to bed, his hand at the small of my back, shepherding me and the baby with all the care in the world. But I cannot keep the truth away. There is a stain in the family. A stain in the genes.

When we get to the bedroom, he waits for me to get into bed, then pulls the covers up around my chin. He tucks them under the mattress too tightly, and I feel strapped in. Then he gives me a chaste kiss.

‘King, I’m worried about you.’

‘Don’t be, sweetheart. I’m fine.’

‘You’re not acting like someone who’s fine.’

‘I’ll just clean up. Give me a minute.’

I’m relieved that he does this quickly, comes back and gets into bed with me. As soon as we leave here, I’ll get him to see a doctor. I try to imagine what illness causes this self-harm and his spaced-out state. He does not seem depressed, but he is clearly fighting an enemy that I cannot see. And the eczema is proof that he’s stressed. I push my belly against his back to comfort us both, but he is unnaturally still, almost like he’s holding his breath.

Soon his breath thickens and he’s asleep. Then come my stupid tears.

~

It does not seem so worrying in the morning. King is himself again. He brings me tea and toast on a plastic tray for breakfast. He’s gone to some effort, lining the tray with coarse paper towel and making tea in a pot. The tea is stewed and bitter, but I say nothing. This breakfast feels like a silent apology.

‘I’m going to the supermarket,’ he says. ‘Anything you want, apart from Coke?’

‘Chocolate, remember? And liquorice.’

King raises his eyebrows. I used to hate liquorice, the way it clung to my teeth and turned them black, the overwhelming aniseed flavour. I wouldn’t let King near me if he’d eaten it. But just thinking about having that gooey, black mess in my mouth makes my stomach growl.

I also ask for Tim Tams, salt and vinegar chips, and instant chicken noodles. I’m fantasising about the salty noodle broth, can even imagine eating the powder straight from the sachet. King writes everything down on the back of an envelope.

‘I want to cook,’ I say. ‘It’ll give me something to do.’

He holds up his hand. ‘I’m looking after you, remember?’

‘I’m pregnant, not sick.’

‘Please, babe, let me. It makes me feel better about all this.’ He gestures towards the hallway.

I reluctantly agree, and we discuss some simple dinners he can make, mostly frozen things, and King adds them to the list. I tell him to ask Ruth what she wants as well.

There’s no real reason, but I feel afraid once he is gone. Like something could happen and there would be no one to help me. There’s Ruth, if she’s even in her room. She’s been avoiding me since she made it clear I wasn’t wanted in her precious house. She doesn’t need to worry. As soon as the two weeks is up, I’m out of here. I realise with a shock that I will do this alone if I have to. If King isn’t ready, isn’t finished with these pointless, endless renovations, I will not be waiting here for him. This thought immediately calms me. Two weeks is only fourteen days. Actually, only thirteen now. I can manage that.

I need to get out of bed. There’s no need for me to be stuck here like an invalid. I keep seeing movement out of the corner of my eye. A mouse? Something darts under the chest of drawers, races up the wall, but it’s so quick, I can never be sure it’s not just my imagination. The green curtains bother me too. They are voluminous enough to hide behind and cast long shadows onto the floor, shadows that move when the curtains fill with air that seeps in from gaps around the window frames.

I start to obsess that King’s forgotten to lock the front door. But I tell myself it’s ridiculous to be afraid of that. Even if he has, which I doubt, this is the sort of town where no one locks their door, and there is practically no crime. But then, what about Susie? I must not think about that now.

I should have insisted about the landline ages ago. The first day we were stuck here. So stupid and irresponsible of me. What if I need a doctor? What will I do?

The thought suddenly comes to me that it’s not the outside I should be afraid of, but the house itself. I push it away. This thought is the worst of all. But now it has come, and I feel it lodged somewhere deep, somewhere it will stay.

Lying here in bed makes me think too much. I’ll walk up and down the hall to get some exercise, then get back to the sorting. I long to be outside, but rain thuds on the roof and the wind howls like an angry infant. So I wander the hallway back and forth, back and forth.

Pacing quickly begins to seem slightly unhinged, and I’m not that. I will never be that.

I’ll go into Old Tom’s sitting room, see what King has done in there. I’m not scared of a moth-eaten taxidermied dog. And there’s a bookcase; perhaps there is something worth reading.

King has done nothing in this room. It is still full of Old Tom’s things, stacks of National Geographic magazines, more ancient porn, nail clippings heaped in a repulsive pile on a lump of Huon pine that’s used as a side table. The wood still gives off the faint nutty smell of Huon. Neck the dog’s eyes follow me. I want to poke my tongue out, but instead turn the dog so it faces the wall, like a naughty child sent to the back of the room.

There is a small bookcase in here, crammed full of books several layers deep. I cast my eyes along the spines: military history, gardening, car maintenance. There is nothing here for me. But then a title catches my eye, Port Arthur: a shadow over Tasmania. It is a slim paperback with a faded picture of a man in chains on the front. It looks years old and is probably self-published by a local. I push it into the pocket of my cardigan.

I look up, and to my surprise, I actually feel sorry for poor old Neck, turned to face the wall in shame, destined to live forever in this awful place. I haul him back around so that he is facing me. I must be imagining that the shape of his mouth has changed into something close to a smile. I pat the top of his head and mutter, ‘Good dog.’

Before the sorting, I will do twenty slow laps of the hallway after all. It’s important to try to keep up some level of fitness – surely that must be good for the baby, good for me – and if pacing is all I can do, then pacing it will have to be. It is on my fourteenth lap that I hear a creaking sound, a wrenching coming from deep in the timbers somewhere above my head.

It’s a sound like I’ve never heard before. I once dated a cop who told me that if you hear a really unusual sound, you should run. But I don’t run, just instinctively press myself up against the wall. And that’s when the art deco light fitting – a huge, brown glass bowl full of dead flies – falls to the ground, shattering into dozens of pieces.





Chapter Twenty-Six

My heart is thudding, hands sweaty. The great bloody thing only just missed me. It is a few moments before I can gather myself enough to move away.

Ruth peers over the banister from the upstairs landing and asks if I’m alright.

‘Got a hell of a fright,’ I say. ‘That thing could’ve knocked me out.’

I expect her to come downstairs, offer me a cup of tea, some company, anything. But she says nothing else and goes back into her den. I go to our bedroom, shut the door and wait for King to come back, taking deep breaths and trying not to overthink.

It seems to take a very long time for him to return. I rush at him when the front door opens, fly into his arms, blurt out what happened.

‘It might have killed me! And the baby. It’s not safe here, King.’

‘I’ll get up on a ladder and check all the other light fittings, make sure they’re solid. I can even take them down if you like. It won’t take long.’

‘But what if it’s something else? Like the stairs? You can’t anticipate everything that can go wrong in an old house.’

‘It’s just a couple of weeks. Everything will be fine.’

He pulls me to him, and the baby catapults. ‘Amazing,’ he says. ‘I can actually feel her moving through my jacket.’

‘She hasn’t stopped today.’

‘I’ve got lots of goodies for you. They didn’t have salt and vinegar chips so I had to get plain. And I got Twisties, I know you like them. Look, why don’t you just go and rest for a while. You’re meant to be taking it easy.’

‘No, I’m not, just no lifting heavy things. I can still help.’

‘But after the shock, it can’t hurt to rest, can it? I’ll get you some tea.’

‘Just for half an hour, but then I’m getting stuck back into the front room.’

I read for a while, and then there’s a tentative tap on the bedroom door. Ruth comes in with a crystal vase full of red native bottlebrush. The gesture is kind, but I hate bottlebrush, with their spikes that scream stay away. And I can’t help thinking of the jars full of red flowers in the cemetery. Still, she’s making an effort. Trying to be friendly. She even gives me a small smile. There’s a thick yellow rim of calcification around her gums.

‘Not safe here,’ she says.

I need to move this conversation somewhere else. I don’t want her getting angry again. ‘How many joeys do you have at the moment?’

‘Go home to have the baby.’

I consider saying that I’m doing my very best not to give birth in her house. Then I imagine telling her that I’ll cross my legs if it happens and hope for the best. Suddenly I’m giggling, then laughing like I’ll never be able to stop. I actually hear myself snort. Ruth looks horrified.

‘I’m not laughing at you,’ I splutter, almost hysterical, but it’s too late. She has fled.

~

By the time King comes to bed, tomorrow looms like a life sentence in a solitary cell. We had a frozen pepperoni pizza for dinner with a slightly raw base, cooked in the microwave because the inside of the stove is so disgusting. But I was ravenous, and I ate it. The pizza sits like stone in my stomach now, and I imagine Louisa’s little feet kicking it away in disgust. I’m desperate for a normal adult conversation when King slips under the covers beside me.

‘So what did you get done today?’ I ask.

‘Are you checking on me?’

‘Of course not.’

He yawns. ‘Skip’s nearly full. We’ll need another one.’

‘Great, so you’re really making progress.’

‘Uh-huh,’ he mumbles, then turns on his side, bringing the conversation to a close.

I think about my plan. My days here are nearly over, no matter what King does or doesn’t do. Two weeks is nothing. Two weeks is just fourteen days. And tomorrow we are down to twelve already.

By two in the morning when I’m still wide awake, I’ve changed my mind. Two weeks will pass like three years in this place – especially if I can’t sleep. It’s so hard to find a position that’s comfortable. Everything aches, and the baby is doing acrobatics tonight. There are new leaks in the ceiling of the hall that drip into saucepans. Ping-ping – ping-ping-ping – ping, they go. Over and over and over again.

I hear the click of Ruth’s door as she leaves the house for her nightly vigil, then her soft tread on the stairs, the muffled squeak of the front door opening and closing. How can she think that I don’t hear her? Still, sleep does not come. I stuff two pillows underneath my belly and one over my head. Please, please let it work. If I cannot sleep these two weeks away, I don’t know how I’ll get through them.

Finally, I must drop off, but I’m soon woken by King thrashing around in the bed. He’s normally a heavy sleeper but he’s tossed all the blankets over to my side and every muscle in his body twitches and jumps. I’m about to wake him when the scratching begins.

King starts to gouge his chest and his neck with his fingernails. I shake him and call out his name, then I put on the bedside light but still he does not wake. Several of the scratches on his neck are so deep that blood has sprung to the surface, one bleeds onto the pillow case. But the noise is the worst thing. A terrible rasping sound, like skin being shaved by a cheese grater. I shake him harder, harder still, then I’m rocking him and yelling his name, but still nothing. In the end, I have no choice but to slap him across the face. His eyes fly open.

‘King! Shit! What are you doing to yourself?’

He looks dazed, disorientated, and for a moment I wonder if he’s had some sort of fit. There are yellow strings of mucus at the corners of his mouth. They stretch and contract as he speaks. ‘Just a bad dream,’ he says. ‘Go back to sleep.’

‘But look.’ I lift up one of his hands so he can see the skin and the blood collected beneath his fingernails. ‘And your neck is bleeding.’

He wipes his neck and studies his nails. I’m expecting him to be horrified, but his eyes are blank. I should call a doctor. This is exactly why we need a phone.

‘It’s nothing,’ he says.

‘Of course it’s not nothing. You’ve scratched your chest too, there’s blood everywhere.’

‘Go back to sleep, Grace. It was just a bad dream, that’s all.’

‘But King—’

‘It’s a few scratches.’

‘Let me get some antiseptic.’

‘Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to the bathroom to wash this off, and you’re going to get some sleep. Don’t make something out of nothing. It was a bad dream. End of story.’

‘Can you actually hear the way you’re talking to me? Like I’m imagining things? This is bullshit, King. What you’re doing is not normal, not even with the worst nightmare. You’re going to be a father soon; you have to get help.’

‘You don’t think I’ll be a good father?’

‘That’s not what I said.’

‘Sure sounded like it.’

King throws off the blankets, gets out of bed. I reposition my pillows, and glare at the wall until it is light.

~

He is quiet in the morning. I pretend to be asleep, but I’m watching him as he pulls on yesterday’s underwear, grimy cargo pants and a long-sleeved top that’s polka-dotted with moth holes. We still haven’t solved the clothes-drying problem. I’ve been rinsing out my undies at night and hanging them on the towel rail in the kitchen. But they never dry properly, and I have to blast them with my hair dryer before putting them on.

King ignores the dried blood on his chest and neck. He has not cleaned under his nails, and seeing the bloody skin collected there makes my stomach clench. We do not speak. He goes down the hall, comes back about fifteen minutes later with scrambled eggs on a tray. I sit up in bed, pulling a blanket over my shoulders as the cold nips. This morning my breath actually hangs in the air, and the inside of the window drips moisture onto the sill. The smell of damp is pungent.

The scrambled eggs look creamy and delicious. They are perfectly cooked and arranged on a golden slice of toast. ‘They look nice,’ I say, cracking the ice between us.

‘Can’t take the credit, unfortunately. Ruth made them.’

My throat closes up. ‘Can you put the heater on?’

‘About last night, I’m really sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight.’ King balances the tray on my lap. ‘Everything’s all messed up in my head at the moment.’

I try not to worry about this comment, and give him a half-smile. I’m not quite ready to forgive him fully.

Then he walks to the other side of the room and presses the button that starts the heater. It makes a sound like little firecrackers exploding as it lights up and it always smells of burning for the first few minutes, but I no longer care. We have put it in a spot well away from the curtains and the nylon rag rug. If the door is kept closed, after about half an hour the temperature in the room will be tolerable.

‘Want anything else?’ King asks.

‘No. Thanks for this.’

He leaves the room, shutting the door firmly behind him. It’s hard to force away images of Ruth’s nails, her dirty apron, but I must make myself eat. I can’t live on chocolate and chips. I scoop a forkful onto a piece of toast and take a bite. They really taste good, and the vision of Ruth is soon forgotten. She can cook.

I’m nearly finished my second mouthful when I see something solid and black embedded in the egg. It’s a fly. An enormous, fat blowfly. I spit out the eggs and heave as the nausea comes. Then I’m sick, right onto the plate and the floor. When it finally stops, I put the plate that held the toast on top of the eggs, because if I see that mess, I’ll be sick again. I’m trying to block out the thought that I’ve eaten eggs tainted by that thing, may have even swallowed bits of it. I want to clean my teeth, scrub my tongue until it is raw and the peppermint toothpaste burns.

And then I’m angry. Why wasn’t she more careful? Surely it was obvious when she was dishing up that the fly was there. I won’t entertain the thought that she knew, that’s paranoid, but it was careless, and I’m furious. I walk down to the kitchen, dump the mess into a plastic bag and shove it deep into the kitchen rubbish bin.

The back door is ajar. King must be outside. Retching has seared my throat. I need tea, or a cold glass of Coke, water, anything. But the Coke is all gone. Three large empty bottles are lined up on the bench. Surely he can’t have drunk all of that overnight. Would Ruth drink it? Then I hear him stomping his feet at the back door. King is scraping and bashing the mud off his shoes on the old-fashioned boot scraper outside. He walks in and seems surprised to see me.

‘There was a fly in my eggs. It made me throw up.’

‘A fly?’

I nod. The anger gone already.

‘Really? Hardly any flies around this time of year.’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’

‘No, of course not. I’m really sorry, that’s awful. I’ll tell Ruth to be more careful.’

‘I don’t want her making anything else for me.’

‘No, I should’ve done it.’

‘There’s spew on the floor. You’ll need a mop.’

I turn and walk away.

~

This is the longest day of all. Every time I sort one pile of knick-knacks, another appears like they are multiplying. I’m brutal with the sorting now. Barely anything makes it to the op-shop or the Ask Ruth pile. A second skip will be full in no time.

King brings me a sandwich at lunchtime. The white bread is stale, edges curled up, like they are trying to escape from the sweaty square of pink lunch meat underneath that is studded with lumps of fat. Since when do we eat processed lunch meat? I didn’t think it was still around. As a kid, I would pick it out of my sandwiches and flick it across the asphalt for the seagulls who were always waiting. I peel back the bread to make sure nothing lurks underneath. I can’t eat this.

Something digs into my hip. It’s the book from Old Tom’s sitting room, still deep in my pocket. I pull it out and flick through the pages. It is full of gruesome details about men being flogged until they were close to death, going mad in dark solitary cells, and about their weeping sores where leg-irons sank into skin. It upsets me to read this, but it is nothing that I did not already know. I learn that oakum is old rope.

I wonder if there is anything about babies. I flick to the index at the back. There is one entry under nursery. Babies and infants who were kept in these places were often starved. Many died of the cold and other diseases related to malnutrition. I know that I should not keep reading this, that seeing it written down as fact will hurt me all over again, but I cannot stop.

Several coroner’s reports were of particular public interest as they showed that the infants and young children were subject to extreme neglect, scant food and conditions not even fit for an animal. It was reported that the bedding was often heaving with fleas and there was little or no sunlight in the nurseries during the winter months. Exercise was taken in dank, wet yards and children received only two small meals a day. That food sometimes did not make it to the children themselves, as it was consumed by convict women in charge of the nurseries or sold by others for contraband.

It is a shocking indictment on the system that despite the subjects of this treatment being the children of convicts, the general public were alarmed by what they read. In these places of sorrow and harrowing neglect, hundreds of infants died and were buried in the grounds of the factories, often in unmarked graves. They have been all but forgotten except for a brief entry in the registry of births and deaths.

My baby kicks like she is trying to escape, but I am numb with shock. It has all fallen into place. The male and female names on Ruth’s bricks are not dead convicts. They are dead babies.

But what was I thinking – that the place was full of breastfeeding mothers lounging on beds, fat with milk and love? Of course not. They were scrubbing sheets in icy water, picking apart old rope until their fingers bled, eating barely enough to keep themselves alive, let alone an infant. I can almost see the rows of mattresses on the floor upstairs, stuffed with straw and sopping with urine, two maybe three babies on each one, tucked under a stained calico sheet, a thin blanket. They are milky pale, eyes sunk deep into bone sharp faces, so still they might as well be dead already. It is their cries I hear carried by the wind at night, their souls that stay anchored to this place. The book slips from my hand, and I’m sobbing, wailing. For all the sadness. For all the death.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

King heats up a chicken pie for dinner. I insist on eating with him in the kitchen, no more of these meals in bed like I’ve got an illness.

I’ve told him about Ruth’s grave markers. ‘She needs help, King. It’s no wonder she’s had no life. It’s like she’s trying to atone for what happened here.’

He cannot stop apologising. ‘I’m so sorry about all of this. I really had no idea. I just thought the graves were for the women who were here.’

‘Didn’t you notice some of the names were male?’

‘I suppose so, but I would have assumed there were male convicts here at some stage, or maybe guards. I don’t know. Ruth liked hanging around the graveyard as a kid but I never did. Creepy as hell.’

‘You’ve got to get her away from this place.’

‘We should never …’

But he doesn’t finish his sentence. I look up and he is staring off behind my shoulder, eyes glazed.

‘King?’ I say.

‘Yeah?’

I turn around. Ruth hovers in the kitchen doorway. Their eyes are locked. Did she hear our conversation?

‘We’ve got pie,’ I say. ‘Come and have some.’

Ruth comes into the kitchen, sits at the table beside King. The bulge in her cardigan is almost the size of a full-term pregnancy and squirming wildly. ‘How many joeys in there?’ I ask.

‘Three.’

‘Do they have names?’ I’ve never thought to ask her this before. It seems like such an obvious conversation starter.

‘Joeys,’ she says.

King pushes his plate away, pie barely touched.

‘Not hungry?’ I say.

‘Just got a lot to do.’

‘You’ve got to eat. You’re looking too thin.’

‘The babies need me here,’ says Ruth.

I think for a moment about how to reply. ‘You look after the joeys so beautifully. They’re lucky, the ones you rescue, but you could do that anywhere down here.’

Ruth frowns.

‘How did you learn how to be so maternal, Ruth? It’s amazing considering you’ve never had a baby of your own.’

I have made her angry. There’s so little movement on her face, but I can still see it there. It’s hard to resist a victorious smile.

‘I don’t think I’ve lost weight,’ says King.

~

Miraculously, I actually fall asleep. I wake in the night to the sound of frantic scurrying in the walls. It’s too loud for rats, so maybe there’s a possum trapped in one of the air vents It’s easy to imagine the possum’s desperation as it runs back and forth, trapped and alone. I will not allow myself to imagine it is a child running, a toddler. How easy it would be to let my mind wander into darkness.

I wonder why King hasn’t woken from the noise, and I reach my hand over to his side. It is empty, sheets cold. No surprise there. I can’t remember the last time he stayed in bed with me all night. The exhaustion shows in his red-veined eyes, the deep hollows beneath them. He has not shaved since Old Tom’s funeral, and the dark beard makes him look years older. He is beginning to look like someone else.

I have to know what he’s doing. I go out into the hallway and stand on the second stair. There is a slit of light coming from under Ruth’s door, the sound of two voices, her giggling. The rest of upstairs is in darkness. Getting closer means trusting the stairs. But slowly will be safe.

The voices are louder at the top, but I need to be right beside the door to hear properly. There is music, the same scratchy tune they were dancing to downstairs. She must have a record player in her room. I can smell cigarette smoke. Surely that’s not King.

I creep across the landing and press my ear to the door. The voices are clearer but muffled by the music. I can’t make out any words. Disappointment grips me and then a rush of anger. I slap the door with my palm and it stings. The silence is instant. Even the music has stopped. Seconds pass. A minute, maybe two.

‘King?’ I call. ‘Are you in there?’

The light disappears from under the door, and I am in darkness. I twist the doorknob but it is locked. Voices mutter and then the door opens. King slips out of the darkness. His feet are bare and the pocket of his shirt is ripped.

‘Why did you ignore me?’ I say.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just then, why didn’t you come out?’

‘I didn’t hear you.’

‘That’s bullshit.’

‘Kingsley, come here,’ Ruth demands from behind the shut door.

‘Don’t you dare,’ I say.

‘I’m about to tell her what we’re doing with the house,’ he whispers. ‘I thought that was what you wanted?’

I turn and walk down the stairs. King does not come back to bed.

It’s actually impossible not to think about the dying babies as I lie awake: their big, sad eyes, the shapes of cots in the gloom. Even the wind sounds different now. It’s a muffled cry, a faint final exhalation of breath. I will never manage to sleep in this bed again. So I lie here thinking until dull light filters through the slit where the curtains don’t quite meet.

The rain still beats down on the roof, but I’ve finally stopped hearing the chorus of leaks. There is just the endless wind. Then King is opening the bedroom door. He has a breakfast tray with food on it, as if it is any other day. But he does not meet my eyes. I let him prop the tray on my lap, as I try to work out what to say. Not sleeping properly has left me feeling raw. My hands tremble.

‘Where did you sleep?’ I ask.

King gives me a dazed look, and I can see traces of his dying father in his face. ‘The couch. Didn’t want to wake you, it was late.’

‘What did she say?’

‘What?’

‘Ruth, when you told her we’re selling.’

‘Oh … that it’s okay. She’s fine with it.’

I don’t believe him.

~

Later in the day, he starts clearing out Old Tom’s sitting room. I find him sorting out a pile of books, flicking through one that is spotted with black mildew. The smell of it is sharp in the room. King has on a bucket-shaped knitted hat with a floppy brim.

‘What the hell are you wearing?’ I say.

‘Ruthie made it for me. It’s warm.’

‘Ruthie?’ There’s venom in my voice. ‘Well, it makes you look like a complete psycho.’

King pulls the hat down over his ears, turns back to the books.

‘I’m going out,’ I say.

I’ve decided to visit Hilda, find out what she knows about Blackwater. King’s strange behaviour has made me feel like I can’t completely trust him again. He was so open with me at the hospital, but that King has disappeared. I’m sure Hilda’s gun is for protection, and who needs protection from a heavily pregnant woman?

I try to remember what Gail told me about where she lives – something about a shack behind a service station. I could go to the pub and ask, but driving calms me, and I’m sure I’ve seen a service station not far away.

I’m about ten minutes from the house before there’s a weak signal on my phone. Then I turn a tight corner and see a service station. It’s much smaller than I thought, just two petrol pumps, a sign advertising fishing bait stuck on the window of the shop and piles of firewood out the front for sale. I get out of the car. The wood smells newly cut, fresh like eucalyptus and Christmas trees.

I go into the shop. A teenage girl chewing gum glares at me from behind the counter, and I ask her if anyone lives here.

‘Nah,’ she says. ‘Who’d be dumb enough to do that?’ She gestures out a side window where there’s nothing but wind-scoured emptiness, tufty grass. A lone silvery tree droops in the distance, only half alive.

She directs me to the next service station, the second of only three that she knows of. It is a good half-hour’s drive away. But the second service station is not the place, either. It’s the biggest one down here, a dozen petrol pumps on a wedge of grey concrete. Next door is a take-away, greasy smoke billowing from a vent out the back of the building, and beside it, a vacant block. There’s a street with ordinary houses behind, weatherboard and weather-beaten, but you wouldn’t call them shacks.

I get back in the car. The wind is strong and it buffets me, trying to nudge the car off the road, push me into oncoming traffic, maybe even into the path of a heaving logging truck spitting wood chips. They are everywhere down here. I turn the music up. Loud.

Something small and furry darts in front of the car. I brake hard, but there’s a thump as it hits the bumper bar. I pull over, get out to look.

It’s a baby wombat. One leg is almost severed and blood seeps from its mouth. I can see the thump-thump-thump of its tiny heart, the little frightened eyes staring up at me. I should break its neck, stop the suffering, but I cannot do it.

Instead, I take off my scarf and try to pick it up, but it hisses and thrusts it’s claws into the air. They are like talons, and it has a row of spiky teeth. I’m sobbing as I drive away, hating myself for being such a coward.

Finally, I get to the third service station. It’s deserted, windows boarded up, a row of rusty pumps and a sign advertising implausibly cheap petrol, but it sits alone at the end of a rough road in a field inhabited only by sheep. I get out of the car, hammer on one of the windows just in case, but no one has been here for years.

The reception on my phone slips in and out. It’s on SOS-only at this place, and I drive mindlessly for fifteen minutes before I have any idea where I am. Then finally, one bar of reception and the map shows service station number four in the distance.

Before I even pull over, it’s clear this is the one. It’s a one-pump place with a tiny shop attached. A man wearing an akubra hat covered in badges that could be war medals sits inside reading a newspaper, and behind the service station is a shack. Hilda’s shack. I’m sure of it. It has been cobbled together with bits of plasterboard and corrugated iron, but it’s not as bad as I expected – newly painted cream with half a dozen potted geraniums on the front step and a small yard paved with old bricks. Someone more generous than Gail might have called it a cottage.

I park some distance away so the man doesn’t think I want petrol, then try not to burst into tears again as I see the blood and flesh on the bumper bar. I walk through a wire gate, tap on the front door. To one side of the house is a plastic bin full of bottles, the carboard husks of empty wine casks. The gun is definitely on my mind now, but surely she’s not going to shoot me just because I’m knocking on her door.

She doesn’t.

‘Ah, welcome,’ she says, smiling and stepping aside to let me into her home. She seems quite different from the woman in the pub.

‘So,’ she says without further preamble, ‘you’ve come to find out about the stain.’





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Inside the ceiling is low and the furniture old, stuffing spewing from the cushions on her couch. But the place is clean, and outside through the window is a well-tended vegetable plot. Ferns spill from pots on an iron table, a cascade of green. There is even a fat cat lying in a patch of sunlight.

Hilda tells me to take a seat, gesturing at the kitchen table. She is wearing a fisherman’s jumper and red fingerless gloves. There is no visible heating except for a fireplace that is not lit. She fills up the kettle and lights the hob with a match.

‘Coffee,’ she says. It doesn’t sound like a question. Then she sits across from me, bony hands laced together.

‘Another reading?’

I shake my head. ‘Just tell me about the stain.’

‘Stains.’

‘Right, and by that you mean …?

‘Death and madness stained that place. All those babies that died. Some would have lived if it wasn’t for her. Not so many frozen hearts, like I said already.’

‘Who?’

‘Agnes Bunting.’

I have heard that name before, Bunting. Baby Bunting was the name Ruth gave her unborn sister – and it’s what she called King when they played mother and baby as children.

‘So, who’s that?’ I ask.

‘Kingsley and Ruth’s great-great-grandmother. Angela’s great-grandmother.’

‘A convict?’

She leans forward. ‘Of the very worst kind.’

‘But what does that have to do with anything?’

‘It has to do with everything.’

The kettle squeals.

‘Wait here,’ Hilda says. She takes the kettle off the hob, and then goes through a beaded curtain into another room.

It must be the same convict ancestor Ruth was researching, and that’s why she called it a ‘Bunting’ baby.

Hilda comes back with a dusty plastic box, the lid brittle and cracked. She rubs her hand over it, then down her tracksuit pants. ‘Been ages since I’ve looked at this stuff. Still gives me the willies to be honest. But you need to see for yourself.’

The first thing she lifts out is a print of an old photograph. She looks at it only for a moment, shakes her head, then passes it to me. ‘Can’t hardly bear to look at her when I think what she did,’ she says.

I study the photo. The eyes look hard and mean and her hair is pulled back too tightly from her face. But no one looks good in these old photos – no one ever smiles. She’s covered in deep wrinkles, but I’m hardly seeing the devil here.

‘How old was she?’ I ask.

‘Twenty-two when that was taken.’

‘Twenty-two? But she can’t be, not with all those lines.’

‘Look a bit closer.’

I do. See nothing.

‘They’re not wrinkles,’ says Hilda.

‘What then?’

‘Scars.’

‘Who would do that to her? To her face?’

‘She did.’ Hilda brings her fist down hard on the table, and I jump. ‘The family stain.’

I think of King, of the cutting and the blood, the pale lines on Ruth’s arms, and I place the photo face down on the table. I do not want to know this.

‘You right? I’d better get that coffee brewed.’

Hilda busies herself at the stove, and I use the time to steady myself. Eyes closed, deep breaths. In … out. In … out. She comes back with coffee in two thick pottery mugs.

‘What was so terrible about Agnes Bunting? I mean, she was sick. Obviously.’

‘Sick? No, she was evil.’ Hilda rummages through the box, pulls out a stapled clump of yellowed documents. She pushes them to me. They’re photocopies of old court proceedings.

‘Take that with you if you like, but I can tell you what it says. That woman was nurse of the weaned nursery. It was a position of trust. She was supposed to care for all those lives, and what did she do? Let half of them die.’

I know all of this. The disease, lack of food, no fresh air. Hardly the fault of one woman. ‘But wouldn’t they have died anyway?’

‘She sold their food to other women or exchanged it for contraband. Had a thriving black market going by all accounts. Let babies die when some of them might’ve lived.’ Hilda glances down at my belly, nudges the pile of papers again. ‘I think you should read for yourself. Take those with you. I don’t want them in the house anymore anyway. Put me off my historical research for a while when I first found out about this business. I’ve got a convict relative myself, you know. Nothing like your Agnes, though.’

My Agnes? I’m not sure that I want these papers, but I shove them into my bag anyway. ‘So what happened to her?’

‘It’s all there in the proceedings. She was guilty as sin. Put in solitary for a while, then did a couple of years hard labour. Had a baby herself, of course, but I doubt she changed her ways. I’ll bet that child suffered.’

‘So the house … you think it’s haunted by her?’

‘Not haunted exactly, but stained by the past. The house relives the past when a Bunting is there because they’re stained too. The whole family, those that are blood … bad Bunting blood.’

‘I don’t believe that,’ I say. ‘I’m not superstitious.’

Hilda shrugs. ‘Believe what you like. Susie wouldn’t listen either and look what happened. The house took her because she was pregnant with a Bunting baby. And Angela before her. Angela knew the truth about Blackwater, but there was nothing she could do about it. She was trapped there, you see. And you will be too if you go back. That’s how it works.’

‘Do King and Ruth know all this?’

‘Dunno about King, but Ruth got interested in the history of the place when she was a teenager. She knows all right. She became obsessed with the house, just like her mother did. The place’s got its claws in her you see, because of the stain. She can never leave.’

But of course Ruth knows. She must really believe the house did something to Susie. No wonder she thinks Old Tom is innocent. It makes sense she wants me gone. She is actually trying to help me, in her own warped way.

‘What about Angela? Did she know about this Agnes Bunting when they bought the place?’

‘Not at first. She knew that she had a convict ancestor at Blackwater, but not who she was. She always felt something was wrong in the house, though – that terrible things had happened there. Angela was sensitive like that, just like Ruth. Not long after they got there, she did her research up in Hobart. Begged her husband to sell up when she found out, but would he listen? No, he would not. Too interested in making the big dollars from the place, and look where it got him.’

‘She begged him?’ I take a sip of coffee that scalds my throat.

‘Then when he refused, she begged the house for mercy, to spare them. Fat lot of good that did.’ Hilda pushes the box away from her in disgust. ‘We were friends and she confided in me. Said the house was going to hurt her, that it didn’t want the baby.’

‘And you believed her?’

Hilda looks at me like I’m stupid.

‘But isn’t it mental illness that made her obsessed with the place? The same thing that causes self-harm?’

‘Mental illness,’ she sneers. ‘Call it that if you like.’

‘Well it—’

‘So how does a pregnant woman fall down the stairs when she’s doing everything she can to make sure her unborn baby stays safe in that evil house?’

I try to keep my face neutral. ‘These things do happen.’

‘Then there’s Susie, pregnant and taken by Blackwater.’

‘Susie disappeared. Anything could have happened to her.’

‘Everyone thought Thomas killed her, but not me.’ She shakes her head. ‘No way. It was that house. The stain.’

The coffee has given me heartburn. I need air. And I’ve heard enough of this. ‘Thank you, Hilda,’ I say, and am about to stand up, when her hands grasp both my wrists.

‘You know what Agnes Bunting used to say?’ She leans in so close I can smell garlic on her breath, speaks in a sing-song voice,

‘Little baby Bunting,

Agnes has gone a-hunting.

Looking for a pannikin,

to put her shiny shillings in.’

Suddenly, all the hairs on my body are standing on end.

‘Someone walk over your grave?’ she says, looking straight into my eyes.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

I get back to the house, its gloom seeping into me the minute I step inside. In the kitchen, Ruth is making up formula. I ask her where King is, and she just shrugs. She isn’t carrying her usual squirming pillowcase, but her left hand cradles her belly, and the splay of her fingers is just like the way I touch Louisa. There is a tiny bulge under the shirt she wears tucked into patched jeans. ‘A joey?’ I ask.

‘A pinkie. My baby.’

I remember Bob telling me about these tiny joeys, so young they have not yet grown hair. The little thing must need the heat of her body to survive. ‘Can I see?’

Ruth undoes the bottom three buttons of her shirt. Underneath is a stretched cotton singlet. Slowly she lifts it, and there is the pinkie, so small, so unformed, it is no more than a foetus. It lies curled up, veiny eyes glued closed, paws webbed and tail like a worm. It looks like something that should be floating in a specimen jar at a museum, but it is stuck to the milky skin of her stomach, its heart pulsing against skin so fine that I can see it beat. I try not to look repulsed, although I feel it.

Something is protruding from its mouth, something shrivelled and sinewy, and as Ruth pulls her singlet further up, I can see it is a teat that has been cut from the mother, a piece of roughly hacked flesh, brown with dried blood, some stringy hairs still attached. I look away, focus on the view outside the window until the nausea passes.

I find King outside, sitting on the back steps. One sock is off, a wadded tea towel pressed against his foot.

‘What’s happened?’

‘Scraped it on a damn nail.’

‘Let me look.’

The bleeding gash is on the top of his foot – how did it scrape him from above? ‘When did you last get a tetanus shot?’ I ask.

‘Years ago. It’s fine, though,’ he says.

‘It’s not. You need to get one.’

‘The nearest clinic’s nearly an hour away, then I’ll be waiting for ages. There’s never enough doctors on.’

I offer to go with him, even though the thought of sitting still for that long makes my back twinge. I’m relieved when he insists that I stay.

‘Well, I’ll cook dinner while you’re away. It’ll give me something to do.’

King leaves, and I go down to the kitchen. It’s way too early to cook, but I’ll check the fridge to see what I can make. There’s a packet of mince and some slightly floppy carrots, peas in the iced-up freezer box, a box of pasta. I can make something out of that. There must be a can of tomatoes somewhere, maybe even some chilli flakes. And I’m sure there’s an overgrown patch of parsley in the garden.

I remember the documents Hilda gave me. They are right there, poking out of my handbag. Reading them will fill in the time. I make a cup of tea, steal a couple of Ruth’s chocolate biscuits and sit down at the kitchen table. At first,I read about what I already know, although there is something about seeing it on the page, knowing it is fact, that bothers me more than I expected.

… Agnes Bunting, you were head nurse of the weaned nursery and it was your duty to see that the children were given appropriate provisions of milk, bread and sugar. Those who were sickly were supposed to receive sago and wine. You are accused of selling the children’s food to other convict women for money or the exchange of liquor and tobacco. The inquests into the deaths of several infants show that they did not die by a visitation from God, but because of a lack of sustenance and appropriate vigilance …

I cannot read about this, so I skim the pages. But words leap out at me as if I’m seeing them magnified:

… innocent children confined in crowded dank rooms … a want of humanity … an ungodly abuse of power … not permitted to suckle their babies … the child had greatly lost its flesh and had black marks upon it, as if it had been falling about …

Died … Died … Died … Died … Died … Died … Died … Died.

I get up and go and lean against the kitchen bench and then let the tears fall. Ruth comes in, glances at me, then rummages through the pantry. The joey is gone and for once she isn’t wearing her clanging keys. I can’t keep this knowledge to myself. ‘Do you know about Agnes Bunting? What happened here?’

Too much time passes before she turns around, but she has to have heard. Finally, she faces me. ‘Great-Great-Grandmother. She cared for the babies.’

Surely she knows the truth. She has done her research and cannot think that all those babies died from natural causes. In fact, she has probably seen exactly how they died in the records.

Ruth picks up the kettle and places the nozzle under the running tap. Then she gazes out of the window into the tangle of garden beyond, kettle forgotten. Water gushes over the top into the sink. I lean over, turn off the tap.

‘No babies at Blackwater.’ She jerks the kettle out of the sink and water sloshes onto the bench.

‘But of course there were. And bad things happened here. Why deny it?’

She turns to face me and stares with those luminous eyes. Then her gaze drops down to my belly. ‘No babies at Blackwater.’

‘For God’s sake, Ruth, I don’t have a bloody choice. Trust me, I wouldn’t be here if I did.’

The water drips over the side of the bench, down the front of the chipped cupboard and onto the floor.

There is no point in trying to reason with her. ‘I’ll go and carry on sorting out the front room,’ I say.

‘No,’ she says. ‘This is my house.’

‘You can’t stay here. You do know that, don’t you?’

‘No babies at Blackwater.’ Ruth points a stiff index finger at me.

There is something in her voice that makes me back away. Ruth takes one step forwards so the distance between us hasn’t changed.

‘No babies at Blackwater.’

I take another step back. Ruth’s finger and thumb are cocked, and she must know it looks like a gun. I feel a jolt of fear. ‘You’re scaring me, Ruth. Don’t do that.’

‘No babies at Blackwater, no babies at Blackwater, no babies at Blackwater,’ she says, and finally there is some dark emotion in her eyes. Then her hand moves towards me. She is so close, I can smell the fermented tang of her clothes.

‘No babies no babies no babies no babies,’ she jabbers, until the words are a blur.

I turn and run down the hall, but the front door is deadlocked and I fumble uselessly with it for a second. Then I turn and bolt up the stairs. Up on the landing, I remember the only room that locks is her den. I twist the doorknob, and it swings open. The key is in the back of the door. I slam it shut, twist the key and hear a satisfying click.

I turn around. Some of the dolls’ faces are dirty, and when I look closer, I see they are smeared with baby food. Open jars of it sit in some of the cots, maggots writhing inside. A fly grazes my ear with a deafening buzz, and I realise that they are everywhere.

The past hangs like a gauze curtain in here. Still, shiny eyes stare me down. Painted mouths whisper that this is not my place. I wrap my arms around my middle, tell myself that they are just dolls, that I don’t believe in ghosts or voodoo or haunted houses. The evil that happened here was all in the past. A twig rasps against the window. The trees on this side are enormous, branches wrap themselves around the house like greedy fingers trying to grasp it. The wind moans.

Suddenly, I am freezing. There is a single bed with a padded headboard in one corner of the room where she must sleep. The headboard is covered with a nursery print, pink rabbits gallivanting through fields. Her bed is perfectly made, a blanket tucked tightly under the mattress, top sheet turned neatly back. Another blanket is folded in a rectangle at the end of the bed. I pull it off and dust motes fly. Once the blanket is around my shoulders, I feel calmer, but soon there’s the sting of an insect bite. The blanket is infested with fleas. I throw it to the ground.

There is nowhere to sit except her bed. I will not do that, so I slide down the wall to the floor. I am not sure how much time passes, long enough for my fingers and toes to stiffen. There are at least half a dozen bites on my neck. I scratch them until they burn.

My legs start to ache. I need to stand up, move around. I heave myself to my feet, go over to the door, then pull the key from the keyhole and peer through.

There’s a clear view onto the landing and Ruth is not there. Surely she would be waiting if she wanted to harm me. Am I exaggerating things? Imagining what’s not really there? After all, she hasn’t done anything except to say she doesn’t want me here. It’s silly to be scared of a cocked finger and a childish chant.

Besides, if I get myself out of the house right now, then that is exactly what she wants. Why would she stop me doing that? Ruth marks the graves of dead babies with memorial bricks and rescues joeys who would otherwise die. It is impossible that she’s a completely heartless person. Pregnancy has heightened all of my emotions. I must remember that. I have blown everything out of proportion.

I unlock the door, peer out onto the landing. There is no sign of her. All is still. Then a kookaburra calls and suddenly there’s a chorus of birds cackling, warbling, warning, warning, warning. I have to pull myself together.

I sneak across to the top of the stairs. Silence. Down the first couple of stairs and then two more. Still silent, although there’s a distant humming that must be the old fridge. I’ll go outside and hide somewhere until King comes back, and then we will leave. Even if I’m only imagining that Ruth is dangerous, I will not stay here now. In fact, I will never set foot in this house again.

I hesitate and listen on every stair. It seems to take forever to reach the bottom. But by the time I do, I’m convinced there is nothing to be worried about. I pass Old Tom’s sitting room. There are a heap of matchbooks on the coffee table and a pile of burnt matches. No Ruth. I can only assume she’s still in the kitchen, although realistically she could be anywhere. I will go out the front door. The key sits tantalisingly in the lock, although I’m sure it wasn’t there before. Perhaps I was not seeing things properly. I creep forwards.

Just the front room to pass now.

The door is wide open. And there she is standing in front of the fireplace, motionless and facing me.

I run the few metres to the front door, scrabble with the key, but it jiggles loosely in the keyhole and will not turn. This is not the right key for the lock! It’s way too small. I swing around.

Ruth is standing in the front room doorway watching, the sides of her mouth quivering. ‘No babies at Blackwater,’ she says.

‘Ruth? Please don’t scare me like this. Can’t we just talk? Show me your joeys, how many do you have?’

She lunges forwards, arms outstretched, trying to grab me. I duck and her hand grazes the side of my body. Now I’m running down the hallway, arms pumping hard. In the kitchen, I fling open the back door, and then take the back steps way faster than is safe, out into the garden and away.





Chapter Thirty

I don’t stop until I reach the gate at the bottom of the garden. In the distance is the solitary bluestone cell and ruins of other convict buildings. The only other place to hide is the untamed bush at the side of the block. But then I won’t hear King pull up in the car. Ruth has not followed me, unless she is hiding somewhere.

I duck behind the cell. It’s surrounded by a trench of mud, alive with tiny flies. The cell door has been ravaged by the weather. It’s faded and shedding splinters like a paperbark tree. Despite this, it takes most of my strength to open the door wide enough to peer inside, one foot wedged against it. The darkness is smothering, and even though the cell is tiny, I can’t see into the corners. It smells rank, like potatoes left to rot. I let the door swing closed in front of me again, step backwards into the light.

There’s a rustle in the bushes behind me and my heart lurches, but it is just a bird foraging for food. The bird flies off with a squawk, wings beating and flapping, so close I feel the swipe of a feather against my cheek.

Now I’ve stopped moving, the cold is brutal. My teeth knock together. I tense my jaw but cannot make it stop. There is a hunk of bluestone that seems dry, but when I sit down, the damp soaks my jeans in moments. I jiggle my legs to keep the circulation going, shove frozen hands under my armpits. Then I march on the spot, arms swinging, fantasising about hot drinks – Earl Grey tea, a flat white, hot chocolate with creamy marshmallows, the thick mouth-filling pumpkin soup from the deli near work. My stomach growls.

Time passes. If Ruth had followed me, surely she would have made herself known by now. There’s no need to stay in one spot. So I wander among the ruins, trying to work out what the buildings might have looked like. All that’s left are foundations, sunk deep into the ground like stepping stones, and some fragments of brick walls. The tallest are only about waist height. Ivy and weeds are steadily swallowing it all. A lone, spindly pine tree grows in the centre of the largest building that must have been a cell block. Lying in the long grass at the side of the block is the rusted carcass of an old-fashioned pram. It feels like a bad omen, so I walk back to the solitary cell.

The sun has disappeared and my hands have turned blue when I finally hear the crunch of a car pulling onto gravel. I yell King’s name, but he is too far away to hear, and by the time I reach the house, he has disappeared.

Despite the cold, I hesitate before going inside. But there is no choice. And surely, now King is home, I am safe.

Standing on the veranda, I can see the shadow of someone moving inside through the small pane of dimpled glass in the door. There is an old knocker, a lion’s head with a ring through its mouth. I lift it up and let it clang down hard against the brass plate, over and over again, until King opens the front door, his face creased with worry.

I throw myself into his arms. Through sobs, I tell him about Ruth’s frightening words, how she cornered me, tried to grab me. But as I talk, it doesn’t seem enough for my level of distress, and I begin to doubt myself. When I get to the end of the story, he says he believes what I’ve said, but that Ruth would never harm me.

‘It was aggressive,’ I say.

‘If she wanted to hurt you, why wouldn’t she follow you outside?’

‘Because she just wants me out of the house.’

‘I want you out of the house, too. You can’t be here.’

‘What? Just give me the bloody car keys. I’m leaving.’

‘I’ll take you to the pub right now. But I still need a few days to … fix things.’

‘What is wrong with you? It’ll be a dump no matter what you do to it.’

‘I know, babe. It’s not that. I’ve just been stalling for time – I didn’t know what to do, how to handle things. But everything is clear now.’

‘Leave. That’s what we do. That’s what I’m doing, anyway. You suit yourself. I am totally done here.’

‘Wait.’ King reaches into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a crumpled envelope. ‘You need to read this. It’s a letter from Old Tom. He gave it me before he died – the thing he had to tell me.’

‘Seriously? Another lie? You said there was no deathbed secret.’

‘I didn’t know what to do, but—’

‘Un-fucking-believable. I just don’t know you anymore.’

‘Please, babe, just read it and you’ll understand.’

I snatch the letter out of his hand, pull it from the envelope and hold it up to the fading light.

Dear Son,

If you’re reading this, I suppose it can only mean one thing. I’m sorry that we didn’t ever get a chance to speak about this while I was alive, but when I look back I realise that talking wasn’t ever really our thing. We were never that sort of family.

Now that I’m gone, your sister will need looking after. I did what I could, but now it falls to you. She needs you. She’ll want to stay on in the house, but you know that can’t happen. That’s why I left the place to you, Kingsley, so you’d do what needs to be done.

This house has seen a lot of people come and go, many of them our blood, and not many of them peacefully, and I think this place played no small part in that, Kingsley. Can a house be evil? A lot of people would think not. Call me foolish, but I think otherwise. Your mother felt it too, but I was too stubborn to listen back then.

You know what needs to be done, son. I would have done it years ago, but Ruth is too attached. I couldn’t take her away after what she’d been through. I thought I could protect her from what she’d done, but could I? Did I? What sort of life has she had here? What sort of life could she have had away from it?

I want you to know that I always loved you and your sister, even if I didn’t always show it. I struggled after your mother passed. Those first few years were terribly hard. Then there was that awful business with Susie. You must believe that had nothing to do with me. I promise you that. I know I’ve got a temper, but I would never hurt anyone. Never. I am sorry for all of it, Kingsley, but most of all I am sorry for leaving you to do something I should have done myself many years ago.

You know what you have to do. Let the fire purify it, let the flames clear it all away.

Your Father,

Thomas

I stuff the letter back into the envelope, thinking about what to say. ‘But surely you don’t believe any of this, King, the stuff about the house.’

‘I didn’t believe it when he told me. I thought it was rubbish, and that he was just trying to justify what he’d done with more lies. And I didn’t want to scare you.’

‘But now you believe him now?’

‘Yes.’

‘Your father wasn’t thinking straight, you said that yourself. And maybe he did kill her. Or there was some sort of accident, I don’t know. What does it matter now? You cannot possibly believe that superstitious crap.’

‘Please, please listen to me. It’s the house, I know it. And don’t you see I’m different here? Tell me you see it! I hear myself say things to you and it’s like it’s someone else speaking. And hurting myself – it only happens there, nowhere else. Not ever, not even once! Everything’s finally clicked into place. At the doctor’s, when I realised what I’d done to my foot—’

‘For fuck’s sake! Take some responsibility, King. You know what? Do whatever you want to do. I don’t care anymore. I’m going.’

I walk to the car, try the door. It is locked.

‘Wait! I’m coming with you. I’ll get the keys.’

I feel something move across my belly, different from the tightening feeling after the stairs. It is a cramp, an early contraction, I’m sure of it. ‘The baby.’

‘But it’s too early.’

‘Just get the keys.’

King sprints up to the front door and disappears inside.

I feel wetness between my legs and another cramp, slightly stronger this time. Not my waters, please not my waters.

But it’s not – it’s blood. Surely that is worse.

King should be out by now. He must be talking to Ruth. I feel a moment of intense rage that he has left me out here, that I am here at all. I walk around to the closed back door and yell out his name. But he’s not in the kitchen. I yell out again, hearing the desperation in my voice. Nothing. If he’s upstairs he won’t hear me, but I will not go into the house.

I walk around the side, peer into the grimy windows and hammer on each one until my knuckles burn. Then I’m back at the front of the house, and now the door is wide open.

I walk up the bluestone steps, across the wide veranda and call out into the dark hallway.

‘King, hurry, I’m bleeding!’

I feel another gush of blood. If I take just one step into the hallway, then there’s a chance he will hear me upstairs, that the sound might carry that far without me going up there. So I take one single step into the house. And the door slams shut behind me.





Chapter Thirty-One

‘King?’ I call into the gloom.

The hall is too silent. I turn and wrench the front door handle. It is locked.

I turn back. All the doors on both sides of the hall are shut. Murky darkness leads to a rectangle of light where the kitchen door stands ajar.

‘King?’ I call out. ‘King, where are you?’

Only the wind replies. I hear the creaking of the trees, branches straining in a sudden gust, leaves shaking. Some instinct makes me take off my shoes and sneak barefoot halfway down the hallway. Then I’m standing at the bottom of the stairs. There is something sitting on the second stair up. A brick. One of Ruth’s convict bricks. I pick it up and, feeling letters engraved on the back, I turn it over. One word. Louisa.

I fling it away and the brick lands with a thud on the floorboards. Dread grips my throat. I will run. I will hide. But then I see someone standing at the end of the hall, pressed against the wall in the shadows.

‘King? Please! I need help,’ I call.

The shape steps forward and is lit by the kitchen. I can only see her back. Ruth’s back. A skirt that hangs to her ankles made from fabric that looks like sacking. Old-fashioned, fitted black boots with a thick heel. A white apron, strings tied in a perfect bow. Her hair is coiled around her head, thick as a snake and partially covered by a white cotton cap. I’ve seen this before, this uniform, in books and photographs. The clothing of a female convict.

‘Where’s King?’ I say.

Ruth turns around, passing something in her hands behind her back. She has slashed lines into her face. They zigzag across her cheeks, under her eyes, over her chin. Just deep enough to draw blood to the surface so it looks like they have been done with a red pen, although one of the cuts is deeper and blood has run in a red streak down the side of her face. My heart slams in my chest.

She walks towards me, step by tiny step but loud in her leather soles. What is she hiding behind her back? I lurch forwards and grasp the knob of the front room, shake it hard. My hand slips over the bakelite surface. Locked.

‘I got ready. Just in case you came back,’ says Ruth.

I have never heard her voice so confident, so sure. The little girl is gone.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Little baby Bunting.’

I back myself against the front door. The handle jabs my ribs. ‘You’re scaring me, Ruth. We’re friends, aren’t we? Friends don’t scare each other.’

Then I see the glint of a knife in her right hand. It is not a blunt one from the kitchen, but something long, sharp and dangerous, stained brown at the tip. I rush to the next door, Old Tom’s sitting room, but it is locked too, and a sob escapes me as I realise that they all will be.

Ruth creeps down the hallway, one foot in front of the other, like a drunk being forced to walk a straight line. The knife is held in front of her chest.

‘King! King! King!’ I yell.

Nothing. But the wind in the trees roars when I call his name. Then I hear a faint tapping coming from the front room. Is it King? The standing cupboard? But there is no time to think about it. Not now.

I race up the stairs, quick as I dare. Ruth watches my struggle and doesn’t bother to follow me. What easy prey I will be. She must have seen my jeans, dark with blood. She will know it is soon. These upstairs rooms with their flimsy partitions are not safe, but at least the doors are open. I go into the first room. There is no key in the door.

The only possible hiding place is the oak wardrobe, and somehow I manage to shoehorn myself into this claustrophobic space and shut the door. It stinks of mothballs. I breathe through my mouth and feel around in the dark for something that could be a weapon. My hand touches a smooth, wooden handle. At first, I’m afraid it’s just an umbrella, but it is an old tennis racket with a solid wood case over the head. There should be some weight behind that, if I need it. When I need it.

Sweat pours down my face. My lips taste of salt. But the cramps have stopped and there’s been no more gushes of bleeding. I hear the tap-tap-tap of Ruth walking up the stairs.

How could I have allowed this to happen? Been so stupid? But I have to get hold of myself, breathe in, breathe out. Slowly, slower. I hear her start searching for me in Old Tom’s room first, although she must know there is nowhere to hide in there. She is teasing me, enjoying this. Ruth knows exactly where I am. She must. I open the wardrobe door just a crack and take gulps of fresh air. Then I pull the door shut and try to suppress a sob. It wells up from somewhere deep inside me, and I’m afraid that I’ll lose control. In the dark all I can see is the brick. Louisa’s name.

Still, my fingers grip the tennis racket. If I have this, then I have some chance, no matter how small. I won’t be able to knock her out with it, but if I can hurt her enough to get out of the room, there is still a slim chance of escaping. I cannot let myself think that this is impossible in a house full of locked doors. I try to hang onto this hope as she searches the next room. Things clatter to the ground, glass smashes. She is trying to scare me, but I could not be more afraid than I am already. And then she enters my room.

‘A baby will never be born at Blackwater,’ she says.

A squeaky board just in front of the wardrobe lets me know when Ruth is right outside.

Before she can open the door, I get all my weight behind me and spring out of the wardrobe, swinging the racket around in a full arc. I catch her completely by surprise and the racket smashes into her unguarded face. I think I’ve broken her nose. Ruth reels back.

I run past her and out onto the landing.

But I’m still not at the stairs when I hear her close behind and moving around to block off my way down the stairs. The attic stairs loom in the other direction. There’s nowhere to hide up there, but I’ve got no choice. I pull myself up the stairs, clutching the banister, and hear her laughing.

I bolt through the little door, slam it behind me and rest against it for just a moment. The iron bedframe. If I can just get the strength to drag it against the door and then sit on it, that could stop her.

It seems impossible, but somehow, in my state, I manage it. I throw myself against the bedhead, shove it hard up against the door and collapse onto the springs. My hands are cut, bleeding, but I cannot feel a thing.

All is silent for a few minutes, but then I hear thwack, thwack, thwack. I know what it is. A tennis ball is thudding off the landing walls. The sound gets faster and faster. How strong she must be. I double over as if this will somehow protect Louisa and try not to howl. Minutes pass, and then there’s a crash. The tennis racket has been thrown to the ground.

Now Ruth is right outside the door. The door handle turns. Nothing happens. Ruth screeches in anger and throws her whole weight against it. The bed shakes but does not move.

Then I hear her voice, hissing through the keyhole,

‘Little baby bunting,

Ruthie’s gone a-hunting,

looking for a pannikin,

to put her shiny shillings in.’

I shove my fist in my mouth so that she won’t have the satisfaction of hearing me cry out.

On the beam above my head, the letters AB. She lived up here. Slept soundly in her bed while beneath her babies died. The blackness of this fills me like poison, and the weight of all those lost souls presses down on my chest. They try to steal my breath, their tiny cries and moans, carried by the wind that sings their names: Eliza, Luke, John … Louisa, Louisa, Louisa. This room cannot be where we die.

The cramps are getting stronger. We can’t stay here. So I push the bed away from the door, just a tiny bit so that I can see out. No Ruth. Then I push it away some more and slip out onto the landing. Silence. Where is she hiding?

Slowly I make my way down to the second floor. She could spring out at any moment. But I have no choice if I want to get out of here. The door to her room is closed. I do not need to try it to know it will be locked. And where the hell is King? What has she done with him?

There are footsteps behind me and I swing around. She is so close. Her ragged face alive with fury. I run down the stairs and she doesn’t even bother to follow. She is laughing, taunting, chanting her awful rhyme over and over again.

‘Little baby bunting,

Ruthie’s gone a-hunting,

looking for a pannikin,

to put her shiny shillings in.’

I’m nearly at the bottom stair when I remember the cellar. There was a door leading outside on the plans. I glance backwards. Ruth has disappeared again. If I do this quickly, she will not see.

I duck behind the stairwell and struggle to open the trapdoor. It did not seem so hard before. I grapple and struggle, fingernails ripping, until finally it’s wedged open, and I can see the iron ladder that leads down into the dark. The glue board has gone. A single rat with a thick, scaly tail writhes in a trap. I kick it, and the rat squeals as it tumbles away.

I’m about to climb down, but I have been too slow. I sense Ruth behind me before I see her. She is still holding the knife but has taken off the wide belt that sits around her waist. She clutches it in her other hand, keys dangling from the iron ring that fits around her wrist. Then she lifts the belt into the air and lets it land with a lazy slap against her thigh. I can almost feel it around my neck.

Blood now dribbles from several of the cuts on Ruth’s face. It is almost black on the collar of her sack dress, but the drops on her white apron are crimson. Her luminous green eyes gleam. I’ll never get into the cellar now. She need only grasp my arm to stop me.

‘Ruth, please don’t do this.’

She seems surprised to hear me speak, and it stops her for a moment.

‘I’m begging you, please. We’ll look after you, keep you safe. Please don’t hurt me. Please, Ruth, we’re friends. Family! We’re family. You’re my sister-in-law.’

I sound hysterical, but Ruth stands completely still. She’s listening. Then something in her expression changes, softens. At least I think it does. Maybe I can do this. Maybe I can still reach her somehow. Words are all I have. They must not fail me.

‘I’ve seen how you care for those little joeys, how much they need you. You are like their mother. And you’re a good mother, Ruth, a very good mother.’

This has touched her; I can see it in her eyes.

‘They probably need you right now. You should go and check on them, Ruth. They need you.’

‘My babies.’

‘Yes, yes, your babies need you. You’re so good to them, and they can’t live without you. It’s the house, don’t you see, making you do these things? It’s a bad house, Ruth. A bad, bad house. But you are not bad. You’re a good mother.’

As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know they were wrong. Her face darkens. ‘Daddy’s house? No! A baby will never be born at Blackwater.’ She spits the words, and whips the ground with her belt, the knife tight in her other fist. There is no choice but to get into the hole.

I cower on all fours and lower myself down, one trembling leg and then the other. Ruth doesn’t try to stop me. This is what she wants. Of course, it is a trap. She will come down after me, and it will be the end. If the cellar door is unlocked, she will be waiting for me outside. I have created my own ending as neatly as if she had orchestrated the whole thing.

The opening is only just big enough for me to fit through, but my feet are on the ladder, and I feel my way down, climb slowly into the darkness. I am strangely calm now it has come to this. Now it is almost over. The fight leaves me like water down a drain and exhaustion grips every limb. Just as my head is about to disappear below the ground, I look up into her eyes one last time. They are horribly enlarged, the green has turned jaundiced yellow, her pupils dart and quiver. And then she kicks the trapdoor, and it shuts with a slam that vibrates in my teeth.





Chapter Thirty-Two

I’m in a vertical tunnel, standing on a metal rung. My feet feel firmly anchored and both my hands hold a rung higher up. The walls are made of earth, damp and cold, and I’m pressed up hard against it. It smells like the mudpies I made as a child. I try to hold onto this happy memory, but it flits away almost instantly. My heart beats in my throat, squeezing my breath into sharp gasps. I must not panic. But how long will the air down here last? It already feels like it cannot fill my lungs properly. My chest heaves up and down with the effort of breathing. The air is so thin.

I push against the trapdoor to see if leaving is at least a possibility, and that is when I feel the sliding lock. It is hard to move, probably stiff with rust, although I can’t see clearly enough to know that. But eventually it slips into place with a click. I have locked myself in. Away from Ruth. Whatever waits for me down here surely cannot be worse. But she knows this house. Knows everything about it. Is it possible that she doesn’t know about the lock? No, of course not.

I loosen the grip of my knuckles on the rung. Then slowly, I begin my descent, forcing myself down into the darkness only when my foot is firm against each metal bar. I count the steps. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. It is getting lighter. Please let this be true and not just my eyes adjusting to the darkness. Light means air. Light means survival.

My bare feet reach solid ground. They are so numb they feel like dead things. I glance down and can just make them out, bloated and white. I’m standing on wooden boards that have been pressed into the earth, but both my hands grip the final rung so hard, it takes great will to release them. My fingers ache from the effort of squeezing. The dirt wall is still close to my face, and I gather the courage to leave it and turn around. I’ve moved down into a bigger space, I can sense that, but I’m so afraid of what might be down here, what I might find.

I rub my hands against my jeans to warm them, stretch out my cramped fingers. I long to sit down, but it is not safe to do that yet. I have not thought about Louisa once since I started this descent. She is lying still in my belly, but she is getting ready to come soon. The cramps are still far apart, barely worse than bad period pain. This is good. This is very good. It means there is time.

It is so silent down here. I can hear a steady drip of water from somewhere distant, but nothing else. There’s no scurry of rats and mice, but I know they are down here. I can smell them.

More time passes before I can summon the courage to turn away from the wall. But then I do, and I see that I’m standing at the start of a small corridor. There are two small rooms that run off it. One room has a rough wooden door with an iron handle and a lock the size of a small fist. The second room had a door that was just the same, but it has fallen off its hinges and is propped against the doorway, blocking the entrance to the room. Green mushrooms have sprouted in the dark space beneath it. The floor is dirt and boards are pressed haphazardly into it, but the damp oozes up in places and some of the boards have been almost swallowed back into the ground.

There is just enough light for me to see all this, and I look up to find its source. At the end of the corridor there is a small door that must lead outside. A ventilation grille about the span of my hand sits above it. I won’t let myself think that the door might open, that Ruth has a key, although of course she must. She breathes this house, or it breathes through her. It is as familiar as one of her limbs. The thought of being trapped down here with Ruth sends fresh waves of fear through me, sweat drips down the neck of my top, between my breasts. I cannot afford to lose this fluid. I must focus. Breathe. Still my heart.

The grille and door are reassuringly thick with spiderwebs and grime. It’s a long time since that door has been opened. I remember from the plan that it faces the overgrown south side of the house and is hidden by bushes. Weak filtered light comes through the grille, and some air. I move towards it, not looking into the gaping black rooms. Then I stand on tip-toes, wipe the grille clean with my hand, and take greedy gulps. Even up close to its source, the air is rancid. The mushrooms give off a smell like ammonia. I try to open the door just once, twisting a round iron handle pitted with dents, no hope in my heart. It does not budge.

I’ve already worked out that these are convict cells. The Tasman Peninsula is riddled with them, underground and above. I once read that there were never enough cells to house all the convicts who were sent down here. These cells must have held the women who were being punished. The door that has collapsed into the dirt has a series of score marks in it that possibly mark off the days, the months, maybe even the years that someone was down here. Agnes Bunting? I must not let her darkness into me. But it is hard not to remember those words, she was sent to solitary confinement. Dark single cells. Cells like these. Maybe even these exact ones.

Thirst has closed my throat. The dripping sound is very distant. I suspect there is no water here, and I realise that this is how it will all end. I feel wretched with guilt for Louisa, that I have brought her down here. But what else could I do?

I’m afraid to look into the cells. I would rather stay out here, with the tiny bit of air and light. But I know that I have to look, just in case there is another way to escape, although this feels incredibly unlikely.

There is nothing to see in the first cell – just a bare, empty room with no window.

I kick the door to the second cell, but it will not open fully. There is something lodged behind it.

I glance in without looking behind the door and my throat tightens even more. But I must look. Be brave. I move forwards, holding onto the door just in case my legs give way, and peer behind. A warped piece of timber at the bottom of the door is all that’s stopping it from opening. There is nothing inside.

I sit by the outside door, as close as I can get to the air. Propped against the wall is an iron collar just like the one Joyce owns, coated in grime. I pick it up. The collar still fastens securely at the back, and three of the five spikes have not broken off. They are rusty at the tip.

The cramps are still far apart. The pain is mild, and my waters have not broken. I cannot allow myself to believe that I’ll be forced to give birth alone in this dungeon. I slide to the ground where it looks dry. There’s a brick embedded in the dirt beside me. Dried mud has crusted the top, but I can see it is engraved. I dig my fingernails into the mud until the letters are visible. One word.

SUSIE.

Panic grips me. Air whistles between my teeth but will not fill my lungs. My breaths are too fast, too shallow. I bash my racing heart with my fist, but before I can get control of myself, a key scratches in the outside keyhole, just as I always knew it would. I struggle to my feet.

The key has clicked open the lock, but the door will not move. Ruth is pounding it, hurling something at it so that dirt falls, cobwebs shiver, but it does not budge. She is yelling, cursing. I scramble into the second cell, cower behind the door. Then a flood of light tells me Ruth is here, and I am suddenly calm. There is a chance I can make a run for it, beat her outside. I have to think this is possible.

Then there’s a scrape of timber moving on timber, the squeal of a hinge. Light fades as the door is shut again.

I’m vulnerable in this cell. What if she has a key? If I was locked in here, no one would ever find me. It’s a spilt-second decision, but I spring out into the corridor, fists raised, hoping to catch her by surprise once again. But I don’t. She is leaning against the door holding the knife in one hand, the key in her other. She hooks the key back onto her belt. I make a note of what it looks like, how it differs just slightly from the others in its size, its greenish hue. Ruth grins, lips drawn back, showing her gums like an animal, like a wolf. Her pale eyes full of hate.

‘Ruth? Please, Ruth, just let me go. I won’t tell anyone what’s happened … please.’ My voice squeaks.

‘A baby will never be born at Blackwater,’ she says.

‘So let me out. I’ll go far away. Never come back.’

She shakes her head. ‘Your baby will never be born.’

Oh Jesus. Oh Fuck. I feel my bowels loosen. ‘You don’t know this, but the house was left to King, not you,’ I say. ‘I’ll make him sign it over to you. I can do that. Ruth? I can make him do that. I can make him do anything you want. I’ll go and you can be together, just like you used to be.’

Ruth takes one step towards me, and I lean backwards. I can smell her breath, the rot of death, just like Old Tom. My words don’t seem to have affected her.

A cramp rolls through me, but the intensity has only increased a little. The baby is going as slow as she can, waiting, like she knows. But still there is pain. I set my jaw hard so that Ruth cannot see me wince, dig my fingernails into my palms, and it is quickly over.

Ruth walks towards me holding the knife. I lunge forward, knock the knife out of her hand. It skids away into the distance. Ruth seems shocked I’ve fought back, but then she laughs. She does not need a knife to defeat a pregnant woman. I could try to get the knife but it is closer to her and she watches me, taunting me to try it, eyes glittering.

She leaps forwards. There is nowhere else to go in this narrow space and now she’s upon me, holding me against the wall by my throat. But my hands are free, and suddenly I’m back in that self-defence class I took years ago, and I lift my arm, plunge my finger into her eye.

She staggers back, and although I’m sure she closed her eyes in time, she’s wounded or at least shocked. The knife is close, so close, but as I reach for it, she knocks my arm away and it’s enough for me to lose my balance, tumble to the floor. And this moment – this is the hopeless, terrible moment that my waters break.

A flood of fluid runs down my legs. Ruth watches, laughs. Triumphant. But something tells me there’s no rush for her, that she’s enjoying this, that she cannot stop herself from drawing it out as much as possible. If not, she would have cut me the moment she came through the door.

My waters have broken but the cramps have not got worse. They roll across my belly and there is pain, but it is manageable with my nails pressing into the skin of my palms. Now I have only my wits, and they are suddenly sharp, so I moan and clutch my belly as if the pain is agonising. Ruth crouches down to watch, and I see the ugly grin on her bloody face, smell the stench of her. She might not want a baby to be born, but she’s enjoying watching me writhe in agony. I remember her saying that the hurt might kill me and a surge of rage runs through me, a burst of adrenaline. Her guard is down now that she thinks I am helpless.

I let the feeling course through me, reach its peak, and then I pretend to be rolling over in pain until the iron collar is just within reach. I grab it, fling myself over and smash it against her face. Again, she is shocked but not knocked out. But she clutches her face, and I can see that the impact has gouged several of her wounds, ripping the flesh so that it hangs open, blood coursing. She is in pain, distracted for a moment. I know what to do, and in one quick movement, I yank open the collar and force it around her neck. I feel flesh compressing as it clicks closed. She grabs at it in surprise, and we scuffle for a few moments, but it’s too tight for her thick neck and is partly choking her. Her arms lash the air, eyes bulging.

As it was with Joyce, her neck is horribly stiff and elongated by the collar, but because it is too small, the spikes actually pierce the skin near her collar bone and her breathing is laboured. I lean against the wall, exhausted, spent.

Just in the moment when I think it is done, she moves from the waist and reaches out for me. This is a woman used to physical pain, used to wounds and to bleeding. She lifts her arms to unclasp the collar, but I grab the chain that dangles off it and yank at it, and the momentary pain stops her. But I have so little strength left now, and she is all muscle and hate. I have to find somewhere to anchor the chain. But there are no hooks on the wall. No hooks embedded in the floor.

I pull on the chain like I’m leading a dog, and Ruth follows, but I know she’ll find the strength to lash out again. Then she stumbles. She calls out in agony as her iron leash tightens and she collapses against the door of the cell. There is space under the heavy door, and I drag the chain under it and then yank the door closed until the chain is wedged in place. It is not that secure, but any movement will cause Ruth immense pain, and she falls still. For the moment, she is still.

Exhaustion overwhelms me. My knees buckle and I drop onto all fours. Then a contraction strikes, and I’m pawing wet earth, mud squelching between the fingers of one hand. Tears drip from the end of my nose. I glance up at Ruth. Green eyes bore into me, but her chest heaves, and she is clearly in pain. Then her hands are around her neck once again, scrabbling to open the collar. It is not long before it releases and she throws it to the ground with such force that the old rusted hinge gives way and it snaps in two.

I stand up and press myself against the wall. Pain fizzes down my back. There is nowhere to get away except inside the cell, but that’s a sure end.

‘Your baby will never be born, your baby will never be born,’ Ruth gabbles, spittle flying. ‘Your baby will never be born.’

‘Fuck you!’ I yell.

Ruth turns towards the outside door, cocks her head, frowns. Has she heard something? Now there’s the snap and crunch of twigs breaking, ground being trampled. Someone is out there.

‘Help! Help me!’ I bellow, but my voice crackles like static and fades to nothing. My lips have split, and I taste the metallic tang of blood.

Someone calls out. A man’s voice. King! I open my mouth and surprise myself with a scream that pierces and rings in the small space. Ruth grabs me from behind and pushes her meaty hand into my mouth. I bite down hard, tasting salt.

‘Bitch,’ she spits, wrenching her hand free. My teeth have left deep indentations but have not split her skin. But now she’s distracted by another sound – thump, thump, thump – the outside door is being kicked, pounded hard. King must be wearing Old Tom’s steel-capped work boots.

‘Ruth, let me in for Chrissakes,’ he shouts. ‘Let me in right now.’

He called her Ruth, not Ruthie. I glance at her face. This slight has touched her. I can see it. She jams her shoulder against the door, pushes back with all her weight, all her fury, but she cannot stop the force of the violent blows. Finally, there is a different emotion on her face. Fear.

Ruth must remember that the door is not locked because she fumbles with the keys on her belt, pulls out the one with the greenish hue.

Locking the door will make it impossible to open. I must act now. She’s about to slip the key into the lock, and I rush forward and knock it from her hand. It skitters off across the floor a short distance. She curses, then slides down the door, still holding her weight against it, and thrusts out one leg, trying to retrieve the key.

Her foot touches the key. In the same moment, the door flies open, and King bursts in, eyes bright with panic.

Ruth has fallen to the ground and she is screeching.

I cannot make out what King says, but his lips make the shape of my name.

Ruth’s skirt has ridden up. The silvery lines of scars run down her thighs, over her knees, and I’m surprised by a fleeting moment of compassion. But it is quickly gone.

King reaches down and picks up a jerry can that is at his feet, but Ruth’s hand darts out and grabs his ankle. He stumbles but does not fall, bracing himself against the wall, but the jerry can slips out of his hand and falls sideways across the ground, petrol spraying.

The oily smell of it makes me dizzy. The room twists and buckles. I see two of King, now three. Then the world snaps back and my vision clears.

‘Grace!’ says King.

I lock eyes with him. ‘The baby’s coming!’

King holds out his hand, and I move towards him. But Ruth springs up like a loaded trap and pushes me against the wall. Her thick arm wraps around my neck, strong as a snake. Blood roars in my ears. I try to prise her arm away but it does not budge. I can smell her sour skin.

‘Kingsley,’ she says. ‘Get out. You’re not needed here.’

‘Let her go, Ruth,’ hisses King.

‘Never.’

Her grip tightens. I dig my nails into the solid flesh of her arm, but she does not even flinch.

‘I’m warning you.’ King takes a step closer.

‘Or what?’

‘Let her go. Now.’

‘You’re Ruthie’s little boy. Do what you are told,’ she says. ‘Go back to your punishment. I’m the one who tells you when it’s over.’

I hear the dull thud of his fist hitting the side of her body. Finally her arm relaxes, and I push it away, gasping for breath. Ruth reaches for me again, but fear has quickened my limbs, and I slide out of her grasp. The light from outside is so close, and I move towards it, towards safety.

I turn back and see Ruth and King facing each other in the dimly lit corridor. Her eyes pierce King’s, begging, pleading for things to go back to how they were. But his eyes are ice.

King pulls a matchbook from his pocket and draws out a match. ‘Grace, run! Run now!’

‘Not the house,’ cries Ruth. ‘It won’t end it.’

‘I know what this house can do,’ he says.

‘You’re a coward, Kingsley. I’m the one who has to fix things.’

‘Shut up,’ says King, lighting the match.

‘You’d be a teenage father if I hadn’t put that bitch in the black water. I saved you.’

King drops the match and howls, lunges forward, grabs hold of her belt and must hurt her because she screeches like a wounded animal. Then she breaks free, and they tumble to the ground.

A fire has started in some of the dry leaves that have blown in from the doorway. It’s well away from the spilt petrol, but it’s far from safe.

‘King!’ I say. ‘Quickly! Now! Come with me.’

He glances over at the flames, then reaches for Ruth. He gets hold of her apron, but it rips. Now he has her by the belt again and is dragging her through the dirt towards the door. He is trying to get her out of the cellar, trying to save her. But she kicks and punches the air, cursing, screaming, spitting. The fire could explode at any second.

I yell at him to let her be, but the air is thick with Ruth’s ugly sounds. I think of Louisa.

I turn out the door and run, staggering up a set of bluestone steps into a tunnel that has been cut through bush. A twig grazes my cheek, another yanks out a hunk of hair, but I don’t stop. Then I am through – clear of the thicket and running in the cold, sweet open air.

My foot bashes against a rock, bringing me onto my knee. And then a brutal contraction makes me drop completely to the ground, fingers gripping at the gnarled roots of shrubs, toes scrunching backwards in the dirt, digging in against impossible pain.

A hammer pounds my spine, my mouth opens and I scream. As the pain subsides, I keep crawling, as far away from Ruth as I can. I can still smell her, although that must be impossible. Hear her curses.

The contractions come faster, and then faster still, each one a blistering strike of pure-white agony. I’m grunting, panting, thrashing the ground with my fists. Between the furious contractions, I try to remember the instructions from birth class, but my mind is blank.

The baby is coming – coming right now – and I do not have the strength to move. It’s too late for anything except this. I have to push, but I can’t yet: I’m still wearing my jeans and my underwear. I struggle to get the sodden mess to my ankles. My teeth grind and clench as I try to find strength for the first push, as I focus on this impossible, impossible gruelling work – this labour. As I push, a noise escapes me, guttural, deep, and old as time. Dimly, I’m aware of the smell of rancid smoke.

Then all that matters is that I must push – push, push, harder, harder still. All else vanishes. Between pushes I’m lost to exhaustion so complete, so consuming, that I’m sure I cannot go on.

Then I feel skin tearing, ripping, although there is no pain, and I put my hand between my legs and feel my baby’s head. She is coming. She is coming, but the smoke is getting stronger. I’m coughing. And then, again, the urge to push leaves everything in its wake. And finally, with a great gush I feel my baby slither out. I lift her up, pull her to my chest.

She is beautiful and tiny and so perfect. My girl. My Louisa. Then there are more contractions, and the placenta leaves me. But something is wrong with my baby, her little eyes do not open, she has not taken a breath. I hold her up, call her name and shake her, tap her cheeks with the back of my hand as hard as I dare, but she is silent and still. My baby is not breathing.

Louisa is so still against my chest. I’m blowing hot air onto her face, rubbing her frigid body. I pull my T-shirt over her, nestle the warm placenta against her skin.

I cannot believe this has happened, will not believe it. Even though it has been too long. In my heart I know this. Her stillness has been too long.

I stand up, inky blackness and dots swim before my eyes, but I steady myself. I have to get out of here, get help. My knees buckle, and I’m pawing wet earth as I crawl forwards, mud squelching between the fingers of one hand, Louisa clamped to me with the other. Wet, heavy jeans bunch around one of my ankles, dragging and slowing me up, making me unsteady. Somehow, I find the strength to kick them off, pull myself back up to my feet.

Louisa’s face is a deeper shade of blue. Light stings my eyes. I cannot cry out, call for help or bellow in my grief because I have no voice, but then the air is filled with a primal howl that must come from me.

I stagger across the smoky ground. And then King is behind me, miraculously King is here. He tries to take Louisa. I struggle to hold her but am too weak to fight him. Now she is lying on the grass and he leans over her, presses two fingers into her tiny, still chest, puts his lips to her face.

‘Give her back to me!’ I cry. Then I realise he is trying to revive my little girl, to make her breathe, and I remember the resuscitation he learned, the birth class. But I have felt her chill. Seen her colour. It is too late. She has left me before I even got to look into her eyes.

I give in to the sobbing, thrash the earth with my hands, begging it to take me.

‘Grace.’

I look up. King is cradling Louisa against his body, she’s wrapped in his jacket, and now he’s handing her to me. My darling baby girl. How will I bear this pain?

I reach out, take her tiny body in my arms.

But King is smiling, although tears stream down his face. And I find myself looking into Louisa’s dark blue eyes, and I hear her feeble cry. Her cry strengthens, becomes a beautiful wail.

And in that moment from behind me there is a great whooshing sound. King grabs my arm and we run.

Suddenly, there is a huge explosion – a splintering crack like something has been torn in two.

‘No!’ he cries. ‘No!’

I glance back towards the house, and there is Ruth standing at the upstairs window of the nursery. Her arms are held stiffly at her sides, palms turned outwards. She is staring straight at us. Straight at King.

Then she tips her head backwards, raises her arms up. Behind her, inside the house, flames roar and spit. Outside, they are licking their way along the roof and soon they will reach the whispering trees.

Ruth steps backwards and is gone.





Chapter Thirty-Three

Six years later

We are sitting on a wooden bench at the local playground watching Louisa play with the other children. She plummets down the slide, and I hear her laughing.

‘Six years old today. Who can believe it?’ says King.

I lace my fingers through his. ‘We made it.’

‘Despite everything. I’m still amazed you stuck by me.’

‘Of course I did. I love you. And you’ve worked so hard.’

‘No amount of therapy can change the fact that I got extremely lucky. You’re so … easy.’

I place his hand on my bulging belly. ‘Is that why I’m in this state again, because I’m easy?’

‘Now where have I heard that before?’

We both laugh.

An elderly woman is sitting beside us. An ancient poodle drops at her feet, tongue lolling. ‘Is that your little girl with the dark hair?’ she asks.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Oh, what a little love she is. And you’ve got another one on the way.’

‘Only a few weeks to go, thank goodness.’

‘It’s another girl,’ says King. ‘We’re thrilled.’

The sun comes out from behind a cloud. Light dazzles off the slide.

‘She needs her hat,’ says King.

‘She’ll be okay for a while.’

‘Won’t take me a minute to grab it from the car. Want anything?’

‘There’s chocolate in the glovebox.’

‘Of course there is.’

I wrap my scarf around my neck, blow into my hands. It’s only April, but there’s an icy wind.

‘What’s your little girl’s name?’ asks the woman.

‘Louisa Angela, after both our mothers.’

‘Such lovely old-fashioned names. You don’t hear either much these days. Oh, will you look at her playing with all the dolls!’

‘We don’t let her have dolls. She’s not interested in them anyway …’

I look up. The children are all standing under a wooden shelter that has been painted in bright colours. On the ground is a scruffy collection of dolls and soft toys. Louisa is putting them all into one neat row. A little boy hands her a discarded jumper. She places it over a couple of dolls and tucks it around them. Another boy pulls his hoodie over his head, passes it to her.

I should not let her boss them around like this. It is too cold for no jumpers, and I do not like this game. As I walk towards the children, I can hear Louisa singing, although I can’t make out the words from this far away. Her voice is strong and clear. She has been able to hold a tune since she was very small.

Then the wind catches in the trees and it carries the sound straight to me. I stand still, listening carefully. And then I hear my daughter’s words.

Little baby bunting,
 
Louisa’s gone a-hunting …
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