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Аннотация
WINNER of the 2018 The Australian/Vogel�s Literary Award
Even before I knew anything about Granddad Les, Wally and me sometimes dared each other to see how close to the knackery we could get. It was way out in the bottom paddock, and Dad had banned us from going further than the dam. Wally said it was because the whole paddock was haunted. He said he could see ghosts wisping in the grass like sheets blown from the washing line. But even then I knew for sure that was a lie.

Ten-year-old Cub lives with her parents, older brother Cassie, and twin brother Wally on a lonely property bordering an abandoned cattle farm and knackery. Their lives are shadowed by the infamous actions of her Granddad Les in his yellow weatherboard house, just over the fence.
Although Les died twelve years ago, his notoriety has grown in Cub�s lifetime and the local community have ostracised the whole family.
When Cub�s estranged aunt Helena and cousin Tilly move next door into the yellow house, the secrets the family want to keep buried begin to bubble to the surface. And having been kept in the dark about her grandfather�s crimes, Cub is now forced to come to terms with her family�s murky history.
The Yellow House is a powerful novel about loyalty and betrayal; about the legacies of violence and the possibilities of redemption.
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Prologue

CASSIE ONCE TOLD ME THAT twins have special powers. He said they can read each other�s thoughts and feel pain in the same spots even if only one of them has been hurt. But that wasn�t true for Wally and me. When Wally tripped in the kitchen and burned his hand on the stovetop I didn�t feel it. When I came off my bike and into the barbed wire surrounding the paddock, Wally laughed like a loon as I hosed the blood off my elbows and knees. I used to send Wally brain messages, secret thoughts I hoped would worm into his mind without using human words anyone could overhear, things I was too embarrassed to say out loud. Later, I realised they never worked�that I was as much a mystery to Wally as he was to me. If we were proper twins, I would�ve been able to latch on to Wally�s brain and know all the things he somehow found out, like magic�all the secret stories he kept from me, just because I was a girl and he liked the feeling of knowing more than I did.
Even before I knew anything about Granddad Les�the ugly things he did when he drove trucks up north and back again�Wally and me sometimes dared each other to see how close to the knackery we could get. It was way out in the bottom paddock, and Dad had banned us from going further than the dam. Wally said it was because the whole paddock was haunted. He said he could see ghosts wisping in the grass like sheets blown from the washing line. But even then I knew for sure that was a lie.
Our house sat at the edge of the paddock, down a dirt road off the side of the highway. There were no other houses close by, except for the yellow house over the fence. A weatherboard, almost identical to ours except for the colour: the same rickety verandah that looked out over the hilly paddock and the inky mountains on the other side of the highway, the dirt crawl space that rustled like tinsel if you gave the nesting cockies a fright.
Les lived in the yellow house before he died, two years before Wally and I were born. When he died, the house became Uncle Dermott�s. Cassie told me that Dermott only came back to town for Les�s funeral, but a few months after me and Wally were born�a few months after the cops searched the paddock�he drove his car into a dam and drowned, still buckled into the driver�s seat. The house sat empty for all that time, until the year we turned eleven.
Helena and Tilly moved next door not long after that, and then Ian showed up as well, and before I knew it everything had started to shift and, though I tried, it was impossible to steer things back to how it was. Now, I know that everything was set in stone the moment Les decided to take those girls off the highway, drive them back to the knackery and leave them in the paddock where no one would find what was left of them for years and years. Now, I know everything he did trickled down and created us all, because as it turned out he was the god of all our lives.

PART ONE


1.

WE WATCHED HELENA AND TILLY from the verandah for almost three days before any of us spoke to them. Dad told us to stop gawking, but even he sometimes stopped on the stairs and watched as they climbed into the Commodore and rattled towards the highway. They came back with mops and brooms, groceries, paper bags from the bakery.
�I�ll pop round after they�ve settled in,� Mum said. �Invite them over for tea.�
�I don�t want them over here,� Wally said. We were leaning against the railing, and through the gap in the gums that lined the fence we could see Helena bringing in the washing from the Hills hoist, Tilly reading on the steps. �She�s spastic,� Wally said, jerking his chin towards Helena. �Look at the way she�s walking.�
Helena had stopped to prop the basket on her hip. When she set off again I saw she moved strangely, like a waddle.
�She is not,� Cassie said.
�They�re weird,� Wally said.
�They�re family,� Mum said. �Your aunt and your cousin.�
�If they�re family, then why�ve we never met them?� Wally asked. �Why�ve we never even heard of them?�
Aside from Dad, who gave Helena the key when they got here, it was Cassie who spoke to them first. I spied on them through Dad�s binoculars. Helena and Cassie stood on opposite sides of the fence and talked for nearly ten minutes, but really it was Tilly I was watching, as she trailed around the yard, collecting gumnuts in her skirt, which she�d scooped up into a pouch. When it started to spit a little bit, Helena held out her palm and looked to the sky. She stubbed out her smoke on the fence post and turned back to the yellow house, Tilly following. But Cassie stayed out there for ages, even after he�d slipped Helena�s smoke into his pocket, until the rain started to come in sideways, blowing the paddock stalks to yellow velvet.
That night after dinner we sat on the back steps while Mum and Dad watched the cricket. I kept a close eye on the yellow house, but there was no sign of Helena or Tilly. It still felt magical then, like they were special guests who�d been sent to us, to me. Like a gift I didn�t know I wanted until it was right there in front of me waiting to be opened to reveal something extraordinary.
The rain had cleared and the sky was deep as a gem. The cicadas were hissing. Cassie had a can of lemon squash and he cracked the tab, took a slurp.
�Where�d you get that?� I asked.
�Bought it,� Cassie said.
�Did you buy one for us?�
�Nah.�
�Give us a sip, then,� I said, and Cassie handed me the can. I took a mouthful and passed it to Wally. �What were you talking about?� I asked Cassie.
�What?� Cassie said.
�This afternoon. With Helena.�
�I dunno,� Cassie said, taking the can from Wally. �Nothing much.�
�What did she look like?� I asked. �Up close.�
Wally snorted. �Bet she looked even more spastic up close.�
Cassie took a sip, bit down on the rim. �I walked down Main Street after school the other week,� he said, �and there were all these prams with babies, and all the mums were real young and kind of sad-looking, kind of feral. And then when you go into the city everyone�s just beautiful.�
�What does that have to do with anything?� I asked.
�I dunno,� Cassie said. �Just that she doesn�t look like she�s from here. She looks exotic or something.�
Cassie handed me the soft drink, went inside. When I shook the can I could hear the dregs rattling in the bottom.
�Don�t hog it,� Wally said, snatching it off me. He tipped the can up and took the last sip, tried to crush the can in his hand, and then under his foot when that didn�t work. He threw the mangle of yellow into the air and batted it into the grass. Under the yard light it shone like a bar of gold.
���
I didn�t have to wait long. It was the first week of school holidays, and on Tuesday afternoon we went to the yellow house. Mum made us root around for our good clothes, though they hardly fit anymore. The sleeves of my dress cut into my arms like rubber bands and the sleeves of Wally�s shirt came halfway up his wrists.
�Why do we have to go?� Wally whined, pulling at his collar.
�They�re family,� Mum said again, tipping a packet of jam drops into Tupperware. She�d washed her hair that morning, was wearing stockings under her skirt that made her legs a different colour from her arms. Mum never got dressed up for anything, always trackies, or a pair of shorts if she ever went into town with Dad, though he usually did a big shop once a week on his way back from work.
�Why doesn�t Cassie have to come then?� said Wally. �Why doesn�t Dad have to come?�
As we crossed the yard I could tell Mum was nervous. She kept tugging her skirt to her knees, and when I looked at her face she was smiling at nothing, with too much gums, as though she was just practising. I was nervous too. I knew that when we went through the gate it would be the start of something. Wally was my best friend, but sometimes I thought it would be nice to have a second friend, someone new and different to play with, a girl. The kids at school were strange; Wally and I played by ourselves at lunchtime, always paired up when we did partner work. But with Tilly it would be different because we were related and had parts of the same person in us. I knew that would make things much easier.
We went up the verandah steps. There were cobwebs hatched under the roof gutters, cocooned flies glued to the web like sultanas. �You got muck on your teeth,� Wally said to Mum, just as she knocked.
�Shit,� Mum said. She peered at her reflection in the window, wiped the bricky lipstick off her teeth with her finger.
When Helena opened the door, she leaned in and kissed Mum on the cheek. She held on to Mum�s elbow, which I knew would embarrass Mum because her elbows were dry as scones.
Cassie was right; she did look different from the girls with babies you see in town, the teachers at school and the lady at the tuckshop with chicken skin around her neck. Helena had silver rings all up her ears, and her eyelashes were clumped together. After staring at her across the yard, imagining what she looked like up close, it was like seeing someone I�d only ever seen on a video or the TV. But I didn�t care so much about Helena. I peered behind her, looking for Tilly.
Helena held the flyscreen open and told us to come in. �It�s a bit of a mess still,� she said. Her voice was deep, and crinkly like aluminium.
They hadn�t even been there a week but it was like a completely different house.
Dad�d had the window glass replaced a few weeks earlier, hosed down the outside of the house and sprayed the lantana that crept from the edge of the paddock. He didn�t go inside, but he gave me and Wally some Ratsak and a bucket of eucalyptus water, told us to go over and clean the place until it sparkled. We scrubbed the mould off the walls and scooped smoke butts out of the toilet water with a frog net, swept up the ash sprinkled onto the tubes of rolled-up carpet. The house was almost empty: a couple of skivvies folded in the chest of drawers, ugly oil paintings of galahs and ghost gums hanging from the walls�Les�s name signed in cursive at the bottom corners. There was a windcheater dangling from a crocheted coat-hanger in the wardrobe and in the pocket Wally found a red Bic lighter that flicked into a clear blue flame.
But now the air seemed cleaner, with a flowery smell I�d never smelled before. The paintings from the walls were gone, dark patches in their places. And there was Tilly up close, belly down on a rug in the lounge, painting her nails. Freckles all up her arms. Her hair was almost the colour of Cheezels, the exact same as Helena�s.
�Not on the carpet,� Helena said, glancing towards Tilly. Tilly capped the lid and stood up, loped over to us.
�Hello, Matilda,� Mum said, and placed the biscuits on the bench. �You were a tiny thing the last time I saw you. You probably don�t remember me.�
She scrunched her nose. �It�s Tilly.�
�These are your cousins, Tilly,� Helena said, nodding in our direction.
Tilly looked over at us, first at Wally and then at me. I raised my hand and waved, felt like a dummy as soon as I�d done it. We stood around as Helena filled the kettle. As she got out tea things from the cupboards, Mum�s eyes kept flickering over everything. �Haven�t been in here in years,� said Mum, picking up a candle, setting it down again.
Wally wandered into the lounge room. He stopped at a small table with photos scattered on the surface. They weren�t in frames yet and were propped against the wall or lying flat. Wally went through each photo one by one, touching Helena and Tilly�s faces with his fingertip. I could feel Tilly watching Wally too, but when I looked at her she�d hunched back over the benchtop, slowly swiping the red polish onto her nails.
�Must be a bit different from the big smoke,� Mum said.
�Bit of a sea change, I suppose.�
�Might get a bit dull,� Mum said. �No nightclubs or bars or anything like that. Except for the pub, I suppose. And the Chinese. They do bring-your-own grog.�
The kettle boiled and Helena poured water into the cups. �Thanks for letting me stay, Christine,� Helena said.
�Well, it is your house,� Mum said. �By the book, I mean.�
�I know I should�ve got it taken care of years ago. It must have been a pain for you and Colin to have to deal with. All the upkeep and that.�
�It�s worked out well,� Mum said. �With you needing a place to stay. Just a shame it�s taken so long. Would�ve been nice for the twins to know their cousin. Would�ve been nice to get to know you as well. Dermott was so young when he moved away. I feel like there�s a big chunk of his life I just knew nothing about.�
I knew Dermott had died when Tilly was a baby, but nothing else. No one ever told me anything.
Helena smiled, took a sip of tea. �Well, all my family was in Brisbane,� she said. �And we had the flat. Not a lot of jobs out here either, I�d imagine.�
Mum�s lips went thin. She took a sip as well.
�This place is a dump,� Tilly said under her breath.
�What�d you say, missy?� Helena said. She grabbed the bottle from Tilly�s hands and screwed on the lid. She turned to me. �Why don�t you take Tilly outside,� she said. �Show her around the place.�
It was the first time she�d spoken to me, first time she�d even looked at me properly. I didn�t know what to say. I looked over at Wally, who�d picked up the stereo remote and was pretending to zap it at Tilly�s head.
�Go on,� Mum said, smiling too big again.
I could feel my heart throbbing as I followed Wally down the stairs. He walked towards the tea-tree by the paddock fence, sat down in the grass. I sat down beside him.
�Aren�t you supposed to be showing me around?� Tilly asked, still standing.
�No,� Wally said.
�There�s not really anything to show you,� I added.
Tilly scanned the grass for ant nests, sat down.
�I like your fingers,� I said. Tilly looked down at her nails and shrugged. I waited for her to say something back, but she didn�t. �How old are you then?� I asked.
�Eleven and a half,� she said.
�We�re almost eleven,� I said. �I�m older, though, by three minutes. We�re twins.�
�Yeah, I know.�
I looked over to the shed, to the two birds skittering on the tin roof. I tried to think of something less boring to say, something that would make her think we were interesting, not just boring bumpkins.
�You know this house is haunted?� Wally said to Tilly, before I had a chance to think of something good. As soon as he said it I felt a little spasm of panic in my fingertips.
�Yeah, right,� Tilly said.
�It is,� Wally said. �That�s why no one wanted to live here all this time. Because of the ghosts.�
�No one lived here because it�s our house. Mine and Mum�s. Dad left it to us.�
�There�s still ghosts, though.�
�I don�t believe in ghosts,� said Tilly. �Everyone knows that�s just kid stuff.�
�I�ve seen them.�
�You�re just trying to scare me,� Tilly said. �My mum said you were probably going to try and tell me lies.�
�I don�t give a toss if you don�t believe me,� Wally said. �But it�s true though, isn�t it, Cub?�
I ignored Wally�s question, tried to send a message to his brain to stop making things difficult, to stop trying to ruin things before they�d even started.
�What school are you going to go to?� I asked Tilly. �We go to the state school. There�s also the school in the hills, but Dad says that�s not a real school because it�s run by hippie-dippies and you don�t have to do maths if you don�t want to.�
�It�s not like I�d be in your class,� Tilly said, pressing the tip of her ponytail against her lips. �I�m older than you guys.�
�Yeah, I know,� I said.
�And anyway,� Tilly said, �I�m going to the private school. I already have my uniforms.�
Tilly�s shorts were bunched and the skin at the tops of her legs was chicken white. When she saw me looking she tugged the hem of her shorts towards her knees. �Why isn�t your other brother here?� she said. �My mum said there�s three of you.�
�Mum didn�t make Cassie come,� I said. �She lets him do what he wants. He�s her favourite�even Dad says so.�
�Cassie�s a girl�s name,� Tilly said.
�It�s short for Cassius,� Wally told her, �and if he heard you say it was a girl�s name you�d be dead meat. One time he beat someone up so bad they were in hospital for a week. They were in a coma and everything.�
I glared at Wally. It wasn�t even a lie anyone would believe. �He did not,� I said. �Cassie�s not like that.�
I tried to think of something else to say. I knew we had one chance to make a good impression and I didn�t want to waste it. But the silence felt as deep as the dam, impossible to swim out of. I was annoyed with myself for not practising with the girls at school. I should�ve been prepared.
�Well, this is fun,� Tilly said, rolling her eyes, and I knew she didn�t mean it.
Wally smirked at me, turned back to Tilly. �Guess what?�
�What?� Tilly asked.
�I�ve seen your dad�s ghost before.�
�Have not,� Tilly said.
�Have too,� Wally said. �Right in this spot.�
�He didn�t die here,� Tilly said. �Why would his ghost be here if he didn�t die here? That�s not how it works.�
�I thought you don�t believe in ghosts.�
�I don�t.�
�Is that why you have no pictures of him?� Wally asked. �Because he�s dead?�
Tilly looked at the ground, picked up the twig that had fallen into her lap and stabbed it into the grass.
�Are you crying?� said Wally.
�No,� Tilly said.
�She�s crying,� Wally said to me, in a voice like everyone in the world was more stupid than he is, even me.
There was a drop of water on Tilly�s nose, which she rubbed away with the back of her hand. �Stop staring at me,� she said, looking up. �You keep staring at me. It�s really weird.�
�I wasn�t,� I said, even though I�d started counting the freckles on her face, which were different sizes and made me think of the seed spots on multigrain bread. I hadn�t finished yet, so I kept counting and a second later she got up on her knees.
�I can�t believe I�m trapped in this dump,� she said, brushing dirt off her bum. She stormed towards the yellow house. I stared hard at Wally.
�I bet she�s crying,� Wally said.
�Why�d you have to say all that stuff?� I said. My voice sounded high and whiny. I knew Wally hated when I spoke like that but I couldn�t help it. �She�s not going to like us now.�
�She�s wussy,� Wally said. �I don�t care if she doesn�t like us.�
�You didn�t have to lie, though,� I said. �You�ve never seen any ghost and now they�re both going to hate us for nothing.�
�She�s dumb,� said Wally. �She�s just a dumb wussy girl.�
A minute later Mum came outside with the jam drops. �What did you bloody say to her?� she said, grabbing my arm and yanking me up.
�Nothing,� I said.
�She�s just a wuss,� Wally said. �She started crying over nothing.�
Back home, I followed Wally to our room.
�Stop following me,� he said.
�This is my room too.� I pulled off my dress and changed back into play clothes. There were red marks around my arms where the sleeves had dug in, but I felt like I could breathe again. Wally stripped down and sat on the carpet, pulled out a box from under his bed. We each had one�a cardboard box where we kept our special things.
He took a folded photo he�d wedged into the side of his undies. I caught a glimpse as he held it to his face. It was of Helena and Tilly, their heads pressed together, orange hair bright in the sun as though their heads had caught fire. Wally lifted some junk from the box and slipped the photo underneath.
�Don�t touch,� he said, shoving the box back under the bed.
���
At dinnertime Mum asked us again what we�d said to make Tilly so upset. Wally told her she just got sooky over nothing.
�Just try and be civilised, would you,� Mum said. �It�ll be nice for us all to know Dermott�s family. Have someone to spend Easter and Christmas with. Maybe we can all go to the Chinese one night for tea.�
�We�ve never gone there before,� Wally said. �Only for takeaway.�
�Well, now we can,� Mum said. �That�s what you do with family. Go on special outings together. Isn�t that right, Colin?�
Dad grunted, kept his eyes on the screen.
Wally put his head down on the table, cheek pressed into the laminate. �I don�t want them here,� he said, grinding his fork into the table. �They�ll ruin everything.�
Mum looked towards the TV, the veins in her throat like straws. �Just make a bloody effort, alright?�
I felt my heart glow. I looked at Mum, and for a moment I�d never been more glad that she was my mother. I hoped Wally listened to her more than he listened to me.
���
He must have, because the next morning Wally was on the verandah with the binoculars.
�What are you doing?� I asked.
�Nothing,� Wally said.
�Do you want to come for a swim?�
�Nah.� He lowered the binoculars. �Let�s go next door.�
�What for?�
�Mum said she�ll give us a dollar if we�re nice to her today.�
�To who?�
�To her,� Wally said. �The girl. Whatever her name is.�
When we got to the yellow house Tilly was sitting under the shrimpy crepe myrtle in the middle of the yard, glittery headphones in her ears. There was a hot wind and dried blossoms had come loose from the branches and settled in her hair. She scratched her foot and ignored us until Wally said, �Are you coming swimming or not?�
Tilly took her headphones off. �What?� she asked.
�We�re going swimming.�
Tilly squinted at us. �Where?�
�There�s a dam out there,� Wally said, pointing into the paddock.
Tilly paused. �How far?�
�I dunno,� Wally said.
�Maybe,� she said, untangling her headphones from her hair and putting the Discman down. �I�ll go ask Mum.�
She went inside. I was sure Wally had blown it yesterday, and was relieved Tilly hadn�t just told us to rack off. She must have liked me a little bit at least.
After a minute Tilly stuck her head out of a window. �I�ll just put on my togs,� she said. �Don�t leave without me.�
Wally poked the Discman with his toe. It was metallic blue and covered with fuzzy stickers. It looked expensive.
�Don�t break it,� I said.
The flyscreen opened. Helena came outside. She was wearing a green dressing-gown that made her look like a mermaid. I�d never seen a colour so beautiful before. I�d never seen a person so beautiful before, even though she wasn�t smiling. She pulled the tie tight around her waist and walked towards us.
�Pass me that,� she said, pointing to the Discman.
I picked it up and handed it to her. There were black smudges under her eyes and she smelled like overripe fruit that had started to go squishy.
�I don�t know what you said to Tilly yesterday,� Helena said, �but she was crying her eyes out all night. I don�t want you telling her any more lies about anything, alright?�
�We didn�t mean it,� I said, before Wally could get a word in.
Helena opened the Discman lid. The CD was still spinning. �Just don�t go putting any nonsense into her head.�
Tilly came through the flyscreen wearing thongs, a towel draped around her neck. �Ready,� she said.
�Don�t leave your shit out here,� Helena said, holding up the Discman. �You know how much I paid for this? Break it and you�re not getting a new one.�
�I was coming back for it,� Tilly said. �Jeez.�
When we got to the paddock gate, Wally pulled up the barbed-wire fence beside it and slid through the gap. He held the rusted wire wide for me and I followed him through. Wally let it fling back into place and walked into the paddock.
Tilly stood still. �Can�t I just go through the gate?� she said.
�It�s broken,� Wally said, which was a lie.
Tilly threw her towel over the fence. I pulled up the barbed wire to let her through.
�I can do it,� she said, hooked her fingers next to where my fist held the wire up.
We walked in a line, Wally in the lead, along the path that wound through the hills leading to the dam and, past that, the knackery. Sometimes when Wally and me trailed through the golden stalks, the stiff pads of grass bursting from the dirt, I�d try not to think about the cows and pigs, the old racehorses dead and strung, waiting to be mushed into dog food or tallow or fertiliser. Once, when we got as close to the knackery as we ever had, I swore I could smell the tang of blood still crusted to the cracks in the concrete.
I was glad we were in a line; it meant we didn�t have to talk and it wouldn�t be weird and too quiet, like yesterday when I couldn�t think of anything special to say. The yellow stalks came up to my shoulders and the sky was so glary I had to shade my eyes with my hand. I could hear Tilly behind me: her panting, her thongs slapping beneath her feet.
�It wasn�t a lie, just so you know,� Wally said. �The yellow house really is haunted. I see ghosts all the time, don�t I, Cub?�
I shrugged. �I�ve never seen any.� I knew I�d pay later for not taking his side, but I didn�t care.
When we passed the knobbly tree near the middle of the paddock Tilly called out from behind me. �Gross,� she said. �Look at all this poo.� I turned around. She�d stopped, was pulling her ankle onto her knee.
�You should�ve worn proper shoes,� Wally said.
�Where are all the cows?� Tilly asked. �And the horses?�
�There aren�t any.�
�Where�d all this poo come from then?�
�I dunno.�
It was flaky, and crumbled off Tilly�s sole. �It might be old,� I said.
�I thought farms were supposed to have animals.�
�It�s not a farm,� said Wally. �We�re not farmers. Do we look like farmers?�
�Looks like a farm to me.�
�Well, it�s not.�
�Okay then,� Tilly said. �Don�t have a cry about it.�
We walked in silence for a minute. Wally picked up a stick and used it like a cane. �Hope you don�t get bitten by a snake,� he said.
�Are there snakes?� asked Tilly.
�Just in the morning, usually,� I said.
�Once,� Wally said, �Cub and me were fetching planks of wood from the shed because Cassie was going to build us a cubbyhouse, and when I picked up a piece of wood from the pile, there was this great big brown snake underneath it, which is the second most venomous snake in the world. Cassie came at it with a shovel and sliced its head right off. Its guts were everywhere.�
�Its insides looked like raw mince,� I said. �Wally dared me to have a nibble.�
�That�s gross,� Tilly said. �I hate snakes.�
�Me too,� I said, even though they were my favourite animal. �I hate snakes too.�
When we got to the dam we lay our towels on the red dirt. It was only half full, even though it had rained. Mozzies buzzed on the surface and the water was the colour of Milo. While we swam, I kept my eye on Wally, waiting for him to dunk Tilly under, pretend to drown her, or say something about the ghosts again. But he didn�t say anything, and we swam and swam until our scalps started to burn and Wally decided he was bored of swimming and wanted to go back home to get his dollar. Even then I couldn�t stop grinning from how nice it was just to be floating around in someone else�s orbit for a little while, how nice it was to be put in a brand-new mood just by being in the same place as someone you think is magic.
When we got back to the gate I asked Tilly if she wanted to come over. I had to build up all my courage to say it, but before Tilly could answer Wally grabbed my arm and said we had important stuff to do inside.
�She�s nice,� I said to Wally as he pulled me towards the house. I looked over my shoulder to wave goodbye to Tilly, but she�d turned back towards the yellow house, was almost at the verandah. �Why don�t you like her?�
�She�s a girl.�
�I�m a girl.�
�Well, I don�t like you either.�
When we got inside I raced to have a bath first. I left it full for Wally, and when I went into our room he ducked out past me, a grin stretched on his mouth. He sprinted to the bathroom and slammed the door. I could tell by the look on his face that he�d done something to my stuff. I peeled back my sheets, looked in the toes of all my shoes. I couldn�t see anything different, anything yuck, but I knew it was waiting for me to find.

2.

I BIKED INTO TOWN WITH Cassie the next day. For the few months before Christmas holidays started, Cassie had been getting up early on the weekends and disappearing before anyone else was awake, bike and backpack gone. He never told us where he was going and didn�t come back until dinnertime. Once, when Wally and I rode into town for lollies, we saw him standing outside the bakery chewing on a bread roll and reading the signs taped to the inside of the window. He had a line of blood dripping from his nose, staining the bread like jam. When he saw us he skulked across to the other side of the road, even though his bike was chained up by the postbox. That night, when I asked him why he�d ignored us, why he was bleeding, he lied right to my face, said he hadn�t even been in town that day.
Since the start of the Christmas holidays he�d been disappearing as well. He never let me tag along, but I begged and begged and finally he said I could come if I shut up about it.
On the ride over I told Cassie about Tilly, how we�d gone to the dam the day before, and how Wally had been mostly nice to her, even though he thought she was a bit stupid.
�You can be friends with whoever you want,� Cassie said. �Not just who Wally lets you be friends with.�
�I know that,� I said.
We pulled into Daley Street and stopped on the footpath in front of a small timber house, bluish-white, like teeth. �This is it,� Cassie said.
�How do you know it�s this one?� I asked.
�We drove past one day,� Cassie said. �Ages ago.�
We were outside Mum�s old house. It was close to Main Street, in a cluster of other streets where the houses sat snug before the properties started spreading into the hills. Cassie said the For Sale sign had been taken down months ago but no one had moved in yet, that he�d been coming by every few days to check.
He pointed to a window beside the front door. �That was Grandma and Granddad�s room, before Granddad moved to the yellow house when Grandma went back to Perth. Mum and Uncle Dermott slept out the back. Their dog is buried right under that tree, Mum told me. I bet you could dig up the bones if you wanted to.�
We had a box of photos that Mum took from the yellow house after Les died. There�s a whole bunch of shots from Daley Street: Mum and Dermott when they were small, grinning at the camera in their baggy undies in the yard, and lots of pictures of greyhounds, people playing cards around kitchen tables. There are a few grainy photos of Les standing on the straw lawn in his ruggers, hands on his hips, staring straight at the camera. Behind him, a couch that had been dragged onto the patio, wickets and trolleys strewn across the yard.
Cassie got off his bike. �Stay here,� he said. He crossed the lawn, walked up to the front of the house and peered into the window. He stepped off the patio and onto the grass. �I once found a real old watch in the backyard,� he called back to me. �Kind of hidden in the dirt. Might have been Les�s.�
Next door, a very fat woman came out through her flyscreen. She was still in a nightie even though it was nearly afternoon. She was holding a bag of rubbish, but instead of going to the wheelie bin beside the house she stopped on the patio and stared over at us, like she was trying to shoo us away with her eyes. I could hear kids shrieking from inside the house, a television blasting. Cassie didn�t see her and kept walking towards the backyard, but when he noticed the woman he stopped beside the fence, crouched down.
�Found it,� he shouted to me, shaking his closed fist in the air. He turned towards the woman and smiled, gave her a wave with his other hand. When he got back to his bike he kept his head down and kicked up the stand. He opened his fist. Nothing fell out. His ears had gone pink, like flaps of ham. He didn�t look back at the woman, who was still watching us from the patio. We jumped on our bikes and pedalled fast down the street.
���
Ian came around for the first time the next week. Cassie had been gone all day, and in the afternoon he and Ian rode up the driveway. I watched from the verandah as they stood at the edge of the paddock, backpacks slung over their shoulders. Ian had a smoke between his fingers and handed it to Cassie.
When they came up the stairs Cassie gave me a look but I couldn�t tell what it meant. He�d never brought a friend over before. He tried to walk straight inside, but when Ian saw me he stopped on the verandah. Ian was skinny like a cat with hair shorn close to his skull. He�d taken a packet of corn chips from his backpack and there were cheesy stains around his lips.
�Hey,� Ian said. He nodded at me, raised his eyebrows.
�This is my little sister,� Cassie said.
�Want a chip?� Ian asked. I nodded, and he licked the flavouring off his fingertips, held the bag open towards me. �What�s your name?�
�Her name�s Cub,� Cassie said. �Let�s go to my room.�
�Nice to meet you, Cub.�
I put the chip in my mouth.
�How old are you?� Ian asked.
I looked over at Cassie. I was suspicious. Cassie never talked about friends. He liked to do things alone; if I ever tried to play with him for too long he would get annoyed, tell me to rack off. Not like me. If I had someone to play with all the time I�d be happy forever.
�Where�ve you been?� I said to Cassie.
�None of your business.�
�Where�d you find him?� I nodded towards Ian.
Cassie sighed, annoyed with me already. �He moved into the house on Daley Street.� There was something different about the way he spoke, like there was someone talking behind him, making his mouth move. �Are you finished your interrogation?�
Ian spurted out a laugh.
I turned to Ian. �Do you have nits?�
Ian laughed again. �What?�
�When Wally and me had nits Mum had to shave all our hair off.�
�Holy shit,� Ian said to Cassie. �Your sister is creepy.�
�I�m not creepy.�
Ian beamed at Cassie. �I knew this place would be weird.�
�Let�s go to my room,� Cassie said, grabbing the corner of Ian�s t-shirt. It had a clown face on the front, and I couldn�t tell if the clown was screaming or laughing. As Cassie led him to the back door Ian turned around and smiled at me. There was a tooth missing from the side of his mouth. I felt something wriggle inside my stomach.
�Don�t follow us,� Cassie said.
�You�re not supposed to smoke,� I said. I don�t know why, but I didn�t want Ian to go inside, to see all our stuff. I didn�t want him to go off with Cassie alone. �It makes your lungs fill up with tar and explode.�
They both ignored me this time. I stood on the other side of the flyscreen as Cassie and Ian dumped their backpacks in the hallway. �Man,� Ian said. �This whole place is creepy.�
���
When Dad came home from work Ian and Cassie were back on the verandah. They�d put the chip packet in the microwave until it had shrunk to the size of a playing card. Ian was jamming a hole into the top with a pocketknife. I�d tried to watch them in secret all afternoon. I was pretty sure this would be a one-day thing. Soon Cassie would realise that Ian was different to us, that he didn�t belong here, and we�d never see him again. But I wanted to keep an eye on things anyway.
I went outside as Dad got out of the truck, came up the stairs. Dad paused at the railing. Something almost invisible flashed across his face and I couldn�t quite catch it. �Who�s this then?� Dad asked, pulling off his boots. There was white paint speckled in his arm hairs, like bird poo.
�Ian,� Cassie said.
�School friend?� Dad said.
�I only just moved here,� Ian said. �My dad reckons the public schools in the sticks are shithouse, though. He�s trying to get me into St Marks.�
�That right?� Dad said. �What�s he do, then?�
�Dad,� Cassie said, but both Dad and Ian ignored him.
�He works in sales,� Ian told Dad. �Electronics. He just took over the Clarks on Main Street. He owns about seven of them, all over the state.�
�Well then,� Dad said, picking at his nostril. �Dinner soon, Cassie. We don�t have enough for guests.�
When Ian went home, Cassie strung the chip packet onto a piece of fishing wire.
�Here,� he said, looping it over my head. �You can have this.� I liked getting presents, and took it as a sign that Cassie had gone back to normal, that he realised Ian wasn�t for us.
We had chops for dinner. I wore the chip packet under my shirt, like a secret. The news was on the TV in the lounge room. Every night at six o�clock Dad had to watch the news, and usually he was the only one with his face towards the screen. Mum hated the news. Sometimes when Dad was cranky he said that the entire planet around us could combust and Mum wouldn�t care.
There was a news report about a man down south, a footy player who�d been missing for days, and the cops just found his car in the Rustvale National Park. There was no sign of the man, though. He was famous, that�s why he was on the news. I bet no one would care if he was a regular person.
Dad was born in Rustvale, and said that when he was a kid he�d hear about people going to the national park and not coming back.
�He would�ve topped himself,� Mum said, slicing pumpkin with her knife.
�That�d be it,� Dad said. �Wasting police resources over a bloody suicide.�
�How do you know that�s what he did?� Cassie asked.
�SES find dozens of bodies a year like that,� Dad said. �Car abandoned, and they�re dangling by their necks from a tree a few yards away.�
We chewed in silence, and when the ads came on Dad turned back to the table. �So how do you know this Ian, then?� he said to Cassie.
�I dunno,� Cassie said. �I just met him.�
�Where?
�At the park.�
�At the park?� asked Dad.
�Yeah.�
�What, you just saw him and thought you�d say hello?�
�Something like that,� Cassie said. �I dunno.�
�Speak up, mate,� Dad said. �Can�t hear you when you mumble.�
�I guess.�
�It�s nice you�ve made a friend, Cass,� Mum said, smiling. �He seems like a nice boy. Very polite when I met him.�
�I s�pose.�
�And he�s new to town then, is he?�
Cassie sat up straighter. �He lives in your old house, Mum. On Daley Street. They just moved in.�
�Bit of a coincidence,� said Dad. His eyes squinted just a fraction.
�Invite him around for tea one night,� Mum said. �His parents too.�
The news came back on and we stopped talking. There was something strange moving through the air, like Ian had left behind some of his skin dust and it hadn�t quite settled yet. Dad took a sip of his beer and burped. I could smell it from across the table. He picked up his chop and sucked the bone.

3.

AT THE END OF JANUARY we started back at school. On Monday morning, the first day back, I emptied my bag on the kitchen floor. Pencil shavings sprinkled the lino, and a mouldy sandwich thumped onto the floor, straining through the Glad Wrap. We cobbled together our stationery, and as Cassie made our lunch I peeked into Mum and Dad�s room. Dad had left for work already, but Mum was fast asleep. There were coloured teacups beside her bed in a cluster, as though the table had sprouted mushrooms.
�Bye, Mum,� I whispered, and clicked the door shut.
When we got to school we chained up our bikes and found our classroom. Our new teacher, Mrs Raymond, was standing at the door, saying hello to the parents who�d dropped off their kids. Dad always said the kids in town were ferals. He said when he first moved here everyone had been respectable, but now they were all on the dole, only renting out here because the land was cheap. He said they popped out babies to get welfare money and then let their kids run wild. All the normal kids who live on the farms travelled an hour to schools in the city, and some of the kids Cassie�s age even went to boarding school and only came home on weekends and holidays. Cassie once asked if he could go there as well, but Dad said it was too expensive and Mum said he�d get lonely, so far from home.
We dumped our bags on the port rack and went into the classroom. The first thing I noticed about Mrs Raymond were her fingers, tight gold rings on most of them that made her fingers look sore. Her eyebrows were drawn on with pencil in thin black lines. She�d been Cassie�s teacher as well, and he told us not to tell her he was our brother, told us to be quiet and polite and try to get on her good side. I smiled at her when she looked at us. Wally kept his head down and barged into the room.
Mrs Raymond had set nametags on the desks. Wally found his at the back of the room and sat down. I went to sit next to him but someone else�s nametag was at the desk beside his. It must have been a mistake. Wally and me always sat together. �Just find yours and switch them if you care so much,� Wally said.
I found my desk at the other side of the room. I switched the nametag, sat down next to Wally and emptied my things into my tidy tray.
When the bell rang Mrs Raymond went over the class rules that she�d laminated and tacked to a wall. We went around the room and had to say our names and hobbies and what we did on the holidays. When it was my turn, before I even opened my mouth Mrs Raymond put her hand up to stop me speaking.
�That�s not where I put you,� she said.
�But I always sit next to Wally.�
�Stand up,� she said.
�We sat next to each other last year,� I said.
�I don�t care what you did last year,� she said. �Now stand up.�
Mrs Raymond made a boy across the room switch desks with me, stared at us from the blackboard while we gathered up our things. I could feel everyone else watching me too. Mrs Raymond stood in front of me as I dumped everything into my new tidy tray. Her neck was splotchy and the smell of her made my nose tingle. She picked up a Wizz Fizz from my tray.
�Did you bring enough for the whole class?� she asked.
�No,� I said.
�No sweets unless there�s enough to share around,� she said. �It�s bad manners.�
�But it�s my little lunch,� I said. I wanted to tell her it was bad manners to touch people�s things without asking, but I remembered what Cassie had said.
She held the Wizz Fizz with pinched fingers, like she was holding something grubby. I�d been saving it from Christmas, a treat for the first day of school. She dropped it in her desk drawer and started handing out a worksheet. I felt prickles behind my eyes but I zapped them away with my mind, like Cassie had taught me to do.
�We didn�t get to say what we did on our holiday,� Wally called out, even though we hadn�t done anything.
�Put your hand up,� Mrs Raymond said, putting the spare sheets on her desk.
Wally raised his hand. �We didn�t get to say anything.�
�No need,� Mrs Raymond said. �I know who you are.�
We were supposed to peel the nametags from their papers and stick them to the front of our uniforms. I put my nametag at the bottom of my dress, where no one could see it. Wally peeled his off and scrunched it into a sticky ball, pinged it across the room. Wally never cared about getting in trouble.
���
I knew everyone in my class from last year, except for the boy I had to switch desks with. I�d seen him around, but he�d been kept down and was doing year six again because he had a brain the size of a pea. He had scabby lips and a bubbly mole on his ear that was so big it looked stuffed with pus. His name was Brendan and Wally said he was a little bit spastic.
At little lunch he followed Wally and me from the port racks to the bubblers.
�I know you,� he said, jamming his empty water bottle under a bubbler.
I stared at his mole.
�So what?� Wally said.
�Your granddad painted our house,� Brendan said. �My dad kept all the clippings from the paper.�
�What clippings?� I asked.
�He keeps them in a scrapbook. Hundreds of them. Thousands, I bet.�
I looked at Wally, who was staring at Brendan�s ear as well. �What are you on about?� I said.
�Dad said to watch out for you two.� Brendan pointed at me, and then at Wally. �He said I�m not allowed to be your friend.�
�Why not?� I asked.
�He said the apple doesn�t fall far from the tree.� He opened his mouth to keep talking, but Wally stepped towards the bubblers.
�Shove,� Wally said, elbowing Brendan in the ribs.
�Hey!� Brendan stumbled a bit, grabbed hold of the side of the trough. �Get off.�
�I said shove.� Wally flicked Brendan�s mole. �Are you a dummy or something?�
Brendan�s water bottle overflowed into the sink. He held on to his ear and looked like he was going to cry, even though he towered over us and Wally was skinny as a twig. Wally bumped Brendan with his hip, and he dropped his water bottle into the bubbler. When he picked it up his hand was shaking. He turned and lurched across the oval.
�What a wuss,� Wally said. He wiped the tap with his shirt and leaned in to take a sip. �Did you see that thing growing on his ear?�
�What was he talking about?� I asked. �What was in the paper?� I watched Brendan on the oval. He was talking to Mrs Raymond, pointing at us. He was almost as tall as she was. They could have been two grown-ups having a conversation.
�Who cares?� Wally said, wiping his mouth on his collar. �He�s just a peabrain.�
�But why was Les in the papers?�
Wally gave me a look that said he knew something I didn�t. �It�s a secret.�
�Tell me,� I said. �You�re not allowed to keep secrets from me.�
�Not telling.�
�I�ll give you a dollar.�
He smiled, zipped his fingers along his lips, and then fiddled at the corner of his mouth, turning the invisible key and throwing it over his shoulder.
�I bet you don�t know anything,� I said. �You�re too doughy to have a secret.�
I knew Wally was just trying to make me feel like he was more clever than me, knew he had no idea what Brendan was talking about, but I slapped him on the shoulder anyway and then ran away before he could hit me back. I hid in the girls� toilets so he couldn�t get me, and when we got back to class Wally had to stand in the corner facing the wall until big lunch, even though it was the first day of school and Wally hadn�t even done anything except flick someone on the ear, which isn�t even that bad. I didn�t talk to Wally for the rest of the afternoon, though.
���
When we got home from school Cassie was asleep on the couch, still in his uniform. Even though Cassie was in year twelve he never did his homework, never talked about what he was going to do when he finished at the end of the year. I always got nervous when Dad nagged him about it. I wanted Cassie to stay at home forever. When we were little Cassie said he wanted to be a spaceman. He had this dinky helmet that he�d made from papier-m�ch� and pasted with alfoil, and he wore it all the time. Sometimes he made Wally and me come to his room. He�d close the door and put towels over the windows so that the room was dark, and then he�d make us spin him around and around on the rickety desk chair, helmet on, as though he was hurtling through space. But then Dad told Cassie he needed a degree for that kind of job. A degree and a brain the size of a watermelon. Cassie stopped wearing the helmet after that.
I pressed my fingers against Cassie�s nostrils until he woke up. He swatted me away, smoothed down his hair and dug at the corners of his eyes. Straight away I asked him what Brendan had meant about Les, what had been in the papers. Even though I knew Wally was lying and that he knew nothing about anything, I still couldn�t stop thinking about what Brendan had said about not being allowed to be our friend. Not that I�d want to be his friend anyway.
�I dunno,� he said, turning on the TV.
�Tell me,� I said. I yanked Cassie�s arm. �Please.�
I knew Cassie would know. Cassie was the only person who told me anything about Les. Before Les died, Cassie went to the yellow house all the time. He said they played snap and knucklebones, and always watched the midday movie while they ate pickled onion sandwiches. Sometimes they went into town afterwards, where Les�s best mate Mal would give Cassie a cold cheerio for free at the butcher. It was only because of Cassie that I knew anything about the day Les died. He was finishing off the McCleary house two storeys up a ladder when something burst in his brain and his limbs turned to custard. Cassie told me that when people die their souls get put into an animal or a plant seed, so maybe Les�s soul was floating somewhere above the paddock, waiting for somewhere to go, for something warm to slip into. Maybe it was only when me and Wally were born that he stopped floating and split in two and we each got half.
�Get off me,� Cassie said. �Stop being such a pain.�
�Fine,� I said. �I�ll ask Dad. Or Mum.�
�Don�t, Cub,� Cassie said. �It�s none of your business.�
�I�m going to ask them right now.�
�I�m serious, Cub. Don�t ask them.�
�Why?�
�Just don�t.�
�I won�t if you tell me why.�
Cassie paused. He looked at the screen, and then back at me. �Do you remember when you were in year three, and Mum was sick for a real long time? How Dad had to make our dinners and would sometimes have to take her to the big hospital in the city?�
�Yeah,� I said. I looked at the carpet. There was a pea on the ground and I squished it with my toe. I didn�t like talking about that.
�Well, if you ask her, it will make her sick again,� Cassie said. �And it will be all your fault. Do you want Mum to be sick again? Is that what you want?�
�No.�
�That�s what will happen if you ask her about it,� Cassie said. He held out his pinkie towards me. �Do you promise you won�t?�
�Okay,� I said. We hooked pinkies, shook on it.
�Don�t listen to Brendan Vaughn,� Cassie said. �Everyone knows he was dropped on his head as a baby.�
I sat down and watched TV with Cassie until dinnertime. When Dad came home I thought I might ask him about Les and the papers. I hadn�t made a pinkie promise not to ask Dad, only Mum. But the show we were watching was a funny one and after a while I forgot all about it and when I remembered again it didn�t seem as important as before.
���
The next afternoon I asked Mum to go over to the yellow house and invite Tilly over. I thought Mum would say no, tell me to do it myself, but she went outside right away and called out to Tilly from over the fence. I felt another glow towards Mum, and in moments like that I felt like she was on my side, even though she�d always liked Cassie a bit more than Wally and me.
I gave Tilly the grand tour of our house, asked her how she liked her new school.
She shrugged. �It�s alright.�
�Have you made any friends?�
�Yeah,� Tilly said. �Heaps.�
�What are their names?�
We were in the kitchen. There was a dead cockie on the lino and I put my foot over it so she couldn�t see it.
�There�s too many to list,� Tilly said.
�Oh,� I said. �Alright then.�
We went into the lounge room, sat on the carpet with Wally. I was worried about Tilly, about her making too many new friends. If she had a lot of friends at school she might not want to keep playing with us. I didn�t know what the kids at the private school were like, but I knew for sure they�d be a lot better than the ferals at our school. They probably wanted Tilly all to themselves. They probably saw her how I saw her, as a present sent from the universe. But they didn�t deserve her as much as I did.
�Let�s play knuckles,� Wally said, standing up. We followed Wally to Cassie�s room. The door was closed, but Wally barged right in. Cassie was lying on the covers, headphones on. He didn�t have a bed, just a mattress in the corner. One day he took apart the frame and dumped the planks outside. The whole thing rotted in the rain and Dad was fuming for days. There were no clothes on the floor, no clutter on the side table. It was as if he�d just moved in, as if he hadn�t already spent seventeen years living there.
�Give us your knuckles,� Wally said.
�What?� Cassie took his headphones off, leaned up on his elbows.
�We want to play knuckles,� Wally told him.
Cassie lay back down. �Get your own.�
Les had given Cassie the knuckles before he died, in a pouch made of dark green velveteen, with a gold rope tie that frayed like dental floss. Sometimes, when Cassie wasn�t home, I took the pouch from his socks-and-undies drawer and stroked it, held it up to my ear and listened to the bones rattling around. They looked like big teeth with yellow stains, black specks like holes that needed fillings, but I knew there was something magic about them. Sometimes I�d press the smallest knuckle against my lips. I thought that if I put them in my mouth then the magic thing would get transferred over to me. But they only ever felt like metal against the inside of my cheek, not magic at all.
�You�re too old to play with toys,� Wally said.
�They�re not toys,� Cassie said. �They�re antiques. They�re valuable.�
�They�re toys,� Wally said. �You�re almost a grown-up and you�re still playing with kid stuff.�
�Piss off,� Cassie said. �You�re not playing with them. You�ll lose them.�
�They�re stupid anyway,� Wally said.
Cassie picked up the pillow from behind his head and chucked it at Wally. Wally picked it up and lobbed it back, darting out the door.
Back in the lounge room, Wally turned on the TV. �I didn�t want to play dumb knuckles anyway,� he said. But I knew he thought they were cool. I knew he was just jealous because he�d never been given anything that special before. I bet his entire box of special things didn�t even equal half the amount of specialness as the knuckles.
���
We saw Tilly again the next Saturday for the school fete. We got up early and met her by the letterboxes.
�Just so you know,� Wally said, knocking up his kickstand, �Cub made us invite you. I didn�t want you to come.�
I got on my bike too. Tilly stared at us. �I don�t have a bike,� she said.
Wally blew air out of his mouth. �I s�pose we can walk then,� he said. �But it�s pretty far. And don�t whinge to me when your feet start to hurt.�
�I won�t whinge,� Tilly said.
The oval was already packed by the time we got there. We wandered through the stalls. There was a jumping castle right in the middle, and an animal pen near the toilet block. Yellow chicks zoomed around the sawdust like wind-up toys.
�That�s the toilets,� I said to Tilly, pointing across the oval. �And that�s our classroom. And that�s where we have assembly. And that�s where we chain up our bikes.�
We stopped at the fishing game, plastic fish at the bottom of a pond.
�Those fish look dead,� Wally said.
Tilly laughed and I wasn�t sure why. She looked at Wally, put the tip of her plait into her mouth.
�Fish float when they�re dead,� I said.
The water was glowing from the plastic pool and the tarp covering the stall. I felt like we�d gone into an underwater cave and a shiver went up my back. While Wally lined up to have a go I stuck my hand in the water. It was cold and my fingers tingled, as though my hand was growing very fat.
�Count how long I can hold my breath for,� I called over to Wally.
I kneeled down at the side of the pool and stuck my head in the water, puffed up my cheeks and held my breath. I opened my eyes. The fish looked giant so close to my face. Just when my head started to spin I felt something kick me on the back. I sat up and Wally was behind me, knee still pressed to my spine.
�What�d you do that for?� I asked.
I hoped Tilly had been watching. I knew no one could hold their breath as long as I could, knew she�d be impressed. But she was outside the stall, arms crossed. Two girls had wandered over. I didn�t recognise them, but most of the time the kids at school all blurred together, all looked the same to me. They were both wearing denim skirts, matching pink shirts with silver glitter on the front in the shape of love hearts, red arrows piercing the centres. Both of their faces were round and blank as eggs. I wiped my face on my shirt, my hair dripping down my face. The girls glanced at each other and started to giggle.
�What are you laughing at?� I asked.
�Nothing,� they said, at the same time. They stopped laughing, looked over at Tilly. �Is she your friend?� one of them asked.
Tilly seemed surprised they�d spoken to her. She unfolded her arms, unslouched her back.
�No,� Tilly said. She rolled her eyes, didn�t look at me. �She�s my little cousin.�
Wally grabbed my arm. �Why do you always have to be so weird?� he said, yanking me up, pulling me away from the stall. I looked around for Tilly. She was trailing behind us but wouldn�t look at me. I felt my cheeks burn even though my face was still wet with cold water.
�How many seconds was it?� I asked, turning back to Wally.
�Everyone was staring at you,� Wally said.
�Did you even count? I could have broken my record and you didn�t even count.�
���
We bought snow cones and went to the cake stall. There were dozens of fruitcakes and lamingtons and vanilla slices in clear plastic tied with ribbons. Wally went straight to the toffees wrapped in cellophane and counted out three. Mrs Raymond was standing behind the foldout table with a parent. She was wearing plastic gloves that gave her milky goblin hands. When Mrs Raymond saw us she acted like she didn�t know who we were, didn�t even smile. She served heaps of people before us even when it was our turn.
The girl next to us paid for her sweets and headed back to the oval, leaving her coin purse on the counter. �Take that,� Wally whispered to Tilly.
�No way,� she said. �That�s stealing.�
�Don�t be a wuss,� Wally said. �It�s finders keepers.�
�Why don�t you do it then?� Tilly asked.
�I�ll do it,� I said.
The purse was small and black, and had diamant�s stuck to the front in the shape of a butterfly. I looked around to make sure no one was watching me and then covered it with my hand and slipped it into my pocket, like I�d seen Wally do before. I�d never stolen anything. I felt a jolt go down my legs, as though I could suddenly run very fast if I wanted to. I looked over at Tilly but she still wouldn�t meet my eye.
Mrs Raymond hadn�t served us, so Wally stood up on his tippy-toes, reached over the table and dumped his toffees in front of her, clicked his fingers. She finally looked over.
�And what did you contribute to the stall, Wally?� Mrs Raymond asked, even though she knew the answer was nothing. Yesterday she�d written everyone�s names on a paper with what they�d brought and beside our names it was blank.
�Our mum doesn�t like baking,� I said.
�Is that so?� Mrs Raymond glanced behind me. �Is she here?�
�No,� I said. �She has other things to do. She�s a very important lady.�
Mrs Raymond put the toffees in a plastic bag and Wally stuck out the five-dollar note he�d pinched from Dad�s wallet.
She took the note and held it up to her face like she was checking it wasn�t play money before digging around in her bumbag for some change.
�Old cow,� Wally said under his breath.
We were across the oval when I realised I�d left my snow cone on the table. I went back by myself. There was no one waiting to be served, and Mrs Raymond was talking to the parent, in whispers like they were best friends. I stared straight at her and she must have felt me looking because she glanced down at me. I hadn�t heard what she was saying but I just knew she was talking about us because, when she saw me looking, her face switched from sneaky to embarrassed, which made me feel embarrassed too, and then she put her goblin hand up near her hair as though to hide her face from me.
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�Here,� I said, tossing Wally the coin purse. We were up on the hill. He opened the zip and turned the purse inside out.
�Oh poo,� he said. It was empty except for a photo of a cat and a star sign cut out from a glossy magazine. He threw them into the grass. I reached for the star sign, but it jerked away in the wind.
Wally unwrapped a toffee, sucked on the side.
Tilly held out her hand. �Give me mine then,� she said.
�Get your own,� Wally said.
�But you got three,� Tilly said. �One for each of us.�
�I never said I was getting one for you,� Wally said.
I turned to Tilly. �Just so you know,� I said, �I�m not weird. I was just timing my breathing.�
�What?� Tilly asked.
�My record�s forty-three seconds. I bet those stupid girls can�t even do half that.�
Tilly shrugged. �Whatever you say.�
�Wally times me in the bath. I bet I can hold my breath longer than anyone in both of our schools combined.�
�Okay,� she said. �I believe you.�
I wanted to pinch myself. I thought she�d be impressed but she definitely wasn�t and I didn�t understand why, because I knew being able to hold your breath for forty-three seconds was very impressive.
�Look,� Wally said. He pointed to the bottom of the oval where Brendan was entering the animal pen. �I can see his mole from here.�
Brendan was wearing his school trackies, which bunched at his joggers. He was the oldest kid in there by heaps. We watched him play with the animals, scattering his bag of seed on the sawdust instead of feeding it straight to the animals like you were supposed to do. He chased a lamb around the pen, picked up a chick and held it to his face.
�What a weirdo,� Wally said.
Brendan went to the exit of the pen and headed towards the toilet block. A second later Wally got up. �I need to pee,� he said.
Wally never used the school toilets, but he wrapped his sucked toffee back into its patty pan.
�Well, I don�t need to go to the toilet,� Tilly said.
�You weren�t invited,� said Wally. �Come on, Cub.�
Normally I would have died to have Tilly all to myself, but I didn�t like the way she�d looked at me at the fishpond. It was the way the kids at school looked at me. I bet she�d been talking to people from school without me knowing. I bet they�d told her all sorts of lies about me.
I followed Wally as he barged through the crowd. We got to the toilet block just as Brendan was stepping through the door. I walked towards the girls� entrance, but Wally told me to come in with him.
�I need to pee as well,� I said.
�Pee after,� Wally said. �Brendan needs to pay. He keeps dobbing on me. I�m sick of getting into trouble over nothing.�
�He�ll just dob again and then you�ll get into more trouble.�
�No, I won�t,� Wally said. �It�s not school time. That�s the law. You can only get in trouble if it�s during school time.�
�I�m not allowed in the boys� toilets.�
�Don�t be a wuss,� Wally said. �You look like a boy, anyway.�
I tucked my hair behind my ears. In a few more months it would be long enough for a ponytail, but I knew Mum would cut if off before it got to that point. She never let me have long hair, would never let me have a ponytail, said it made me look too scruffy and I�d get nits again. Wally grabbed my arm and pulled me into the block. It smelled feral. I held my nose. Brendan was standing in front of a urinal, and when he heard us he whipped around. He looked at Wally and then popped his bug-eyes out at me.
�You�re not supposed to be in here,� Brendan said. His hands fiddled in front of his trackies. �I�m not peeing in front of a girl.�
�I�m not watching,� I said. I stared at the permanent marker scribbles on the wall next to the mirror.
�Get out of here!� Brendan shouted. His fists were clenched, like hard rocks. �You�re a girl. You�re not supposed to be in here.�
�Shut up,� Wally said. He turned and closed the metal door, pulled across the bolt. He reached into his pocket and took out a red pocketknife. It was exactly the same as the one Ian had used to poke the hole in the chip packet. He unfolded the knife, grabbed my wrist and took a step towards Brendan.
�What are you doing?� Brendan said, backing towards the wall. He put his rock fists up near his face. �Get away from me.� His face was scrunched. I could see the gummy earwax rimming his earhole, bright as a crayon.
�Just shut up,� Wally said.
Brendan squeezed his eyes shut. A squealing noise escaped from his lips. �My dad told me all about loony Les chopping up all those ladies,� he said. �I�ve already told him that you�re loonies too, so if you chop me up he�ll know it was you, and he�ll be after the both of you.�
Wally loosened his grip on my wrist. He sniffed, curled up his lip. �Yuck,� he said.
I took a step back. There was a spread of wet blooming on the front of Brendan�s trackies. His legs were shivering.
�Come grab his hands, Cub,� Wally said.
I didn�t want to touch him. I wanted to run outside, but I knew Wally would be angry if I left him. Knew he wouldn�t talk to me for days, which was the worst thing.
Brendan lunged sideways, tried to dart into a cubicle. Water dripped down from the sink, where a clogged drain was overflowing, making a mucky puddle on the tiles. He slipped on the water, arms outstretched, as though grasping for something to cling on to, before he slammed onto his stomach. His chin bone cracked on the tiles. Brendan squirmed onto his back. His face had a green colour to it. There was blood coming from his chin, his mouth.
Wally peered over Brendan, knife pointed at the bulge where he�d pissed himself. He brought the knife higher, up to Brendan�s ear. �If you tell anyone, then I will chop you up,� Wally said. He pressed the tip of the blade to the mole. �I know how to do it. I�ve had special training.�
Wally stood up straight. He grabbed my wrist again, pulled me to the entrance, where he opened the bolt and led us outside. He looked around to see if anyone was coming, then put the knife back into his pocket.
�That�ll show him,� Wally said. He blinked three times in a row, shook his head as though he had water in his ears.
Brendan started to cry inside the toilet, thin wheezing coming through the door and cracked louvres. I shook Wally�s hand off me. There were finger marks on my skin, like squished raspberries. I could smell the pee and the boys� toilet smell and felt like spewing. I didn�t know what was making me feel sick�the smell or Wally trying to make everyone think we were mental, or what Brendan had said about Les, what Cassie had told me not to ask Dad and Mum about. I was sick of everyone knowing more than I did, sick of everyone treating me like I was a dumb girl. I headed towards the oval. Wally called after me but I didn�t turn around. I walked straight past Tilly, didn�t even look at her either. I walked to the gate and then walked all the way home.
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Our bikes were by the letterbox, their wheels touching as though they were friends talking in a secret bike language. Wally�s wheels were speckled with coloured spokes, just like mine. I picked his off one by one, ran onto the road and threw them into the scrub on the other side. I wheeled my bike under the house. Cassie and Ian were on the verandah, sitting up on the railing, looking out over the paddock. I was surprised to see Ian. He hadn�t been over since the first time, and Cassie hadn�t mentioned him. I didn�t want to talk to Ian, didn�t want Ian to talk to me, but if I didn�t find out what Brendan kept banging on about I was going to die.
�You have to tell me,� I said to Cassie from the bottom of the stairs. I put on a serious voice, like I was an adult who needed to sort out business.
�Tell you what?� Cassie asked.
I paused, looked over at Ian. �It�s private,� I said.
�Later, Cub.�
�No. Now.�
Ian smiled. His eyes went squinty. �This about Les?�
�No,� Cassie said, before I could get a word in. �It�s not about anything. Just rack off, Cub.�
�So he knows as well?� I said. I felt my adult voice slipping away. �Why does everyone know except me?� I knew I sounded whiny but I couldn�t help it.
�Leave it, Cub,� said Cassie. �I�m not telling you.�
�I can�t believe you don�t know,� Ian said. �Don�t you communicate in this family?�
I turned to Ian. �You tell me then,� I said.
�Sure you want to know?� he asked.
�Yes,� I said. �Tell me.�
Ian looked at Cassie, then back at me. �Your granddad was a monster,� he said.
Cassie pressed his palms to his eyes. �Don�t, Ian.�
�When he was a truckie he took women off the highway, locked them in the trailer and then brought them out to the knackery,� Ian said.
�What for?� I asked. �Why did he take them there?�
�To kill them.�
I paused for a moment, felt something swirl in my head. I didn�t want to believe him, but couldn�t understand why he�d make up something so awful. �Why would he do that?�
�Why does anyone do anything?�
I looked at Cassie. �Is that true?� I said.
Cassie shrugged. �Yeah,� he said. �I guess.�
�Well, who were they then?� I asked. �Wouldn�t their families notice they were gone?�
Ian smiled, stared at me too hard. �Hitchers. Whores. Sluts. Anyone really. He wasn�t picky.�
I took a step back, down onto the grass. My legs had moved without my brain telling them to. �How�d he kill them then?�
�Go inside, Cub,� Cassie said.
�No,� I said. �Stop bossing me around. I�m not a little kid.�
Ian looked at Cassie, turned back to me. He was smiling, as though he was unwrapping a present. �He put them in the digesters. Boiled them right down and buried what was left in the paddock.�
In my mind I pictured corned beef. Cooked meat. I tried to shake it out of my brain. �He did not,� I said. �That�s disgusting.�
�Why would I lie?� Ian said. He turned back to Cassie. �How many chicks did he get? Officially.�
Cassie looked as though he�d given up. �You probably know more than I do,� he said.
�If you were to guess.�
Cassie rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. �The cops said five. Could be more.�
�And they were all buried out here?� Ian nodded towards the paddock.
�You know all of this already, Ian,� Cassie said.
I stared at him but he wouldn�t look at me.
�I told my mum that he used to live in our house before he moved out here but she didn�t believe me,� Ian said. �She would�ve lost her shit if she did.�
�That was before he did anything, though,� Cassie said.
�How do you know?� Ian said. �There could be heaps of others. No way of knowing, really. The cops don�t even know the names of some of the ones they found.�
�I just don�t reckon.�
�I still can�t believe you actually knew him,� Ian said to Cassie. �That you, like, talked to him and shit.�
�I hardly even remember him.�
�Yeah, but still,� Ian said. �It�s pretty sick.�
Cassie leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees. �I saw this thing on TV the other day,� he said, �about this man in America who shot all these people out of the blue, like in a church or something, and when they did the autopsy they found this tumour in his brain, pushing against his brain cells, and that�s what made him do it. That�s what turned him mental.�
�Yeah, maybe,� Ian said, not really listening.
My stomach made a noise. They were talking like I wasn�t even there. Talking about awful things in a normal way. My skin felt very warm, and I could feel my snow cone churning with the eggs I�d had for breakfast. I chewed on my tongue. It felt like a rag that had been stuffed into my mouth.
�You right, Cub?� Cassie said.
�Yeah,� I said, trying to make my face normal. �Why wouldn�t I be?�
�Don�t tell Mum and Dad about this,� he said. �Mum doesn�t like to talk about it. She�ll get upset. Remember what I told you, about how it�ll make her sick again?�
�You didn�t tell me.� I pointed at Ian. �He did.�
�Just try and forget about it, alright?� Cassie said. �It was a long time ago.� He looked down, snapped the rubber band around his wrist. �Nothing to do with any of us.�
I looked out into the paddock. The grass had turned to seed. Another awful thought came to me. �Does that mean Wally does see ghosts?� I asked.
�No,� Cassie replied. �That�s just Wally being stupid.� Cassie turned back to Ian. �You shouldn�t have told her,� he said in a low voice.
Ian shrugged. �She would�ve found out eventually.�
�How do you even know all this?� I asked.
Ian smiled, shook his head at me like I was stupid. �Everyone knows.�
I could feel a funny taste in my mouth, like I�d licked the ground. I scratched an itch on my eyebrow. There was a hair sticking out funny, so I yanked it out with my fingernails. It felt good, that prick of hurt. Cassie and Ian started talking again, but I couldn�t make sense of it, didn�t want to hear any more.
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When Wally got home from the fete he came into our room. I�d closed the curtain and the room was stuffy. I was sweating through my shirt. He looked at me on the bed and gave me a poke on the knee, and when I didn�t say hello he pulled out his toffees and gave me one.
�Someone nicked the spokes off my bike,� he said.
�Good,� I said. I tried to ignore him, but after a minute I couldn�t hold it in any longer and turned to face him, propping myself up on my elbows. �Ian told me why Brendan�s been saying those things,� I whispered, though no one could hear us anyway. �He said that Les used to take girls to the knackery where he boiled them up. He said he buried them in the paddock and no one knew they were there for years and years. No one even bothered to look for them, probably.�
Wally stared at me, didn�t speak.
�Do you think it�s true?� I said.
Wally shrugged, kicked his shoes off. �Cassie said it�s a secret. He said we�re not allowed to talk about it.�
I was sure Wally had been fibbing about knowing anything, felt a rush of something flame over me. �I can�t believe Cassie told you and not me,� I said, lying back down.
�He didn�t tell me,� Wally said. �Dad told me.�
�What? Why didn�t he tell me?� I asked, even though I wish no one had told me anything. I wished I could go back to before Ian started hanging around, before Helena and Tilly showed up. I wished I could take this out of my brain and bury it in the dirt.
�You�re a girl,� Wally said. �You�re not supposed to know this stuff. Boys only.� He kicked his foot towards me, stuck his stinky sock in my face. �At least Brendan won�t dob on me anymore,� he said. �Can�t believe he pissed himself.�
I rolled over, turned my back to him. I grabbed my pillow and hugged it to my chest. Ian said those girls were left out there for ages, that the cops didn�t even know who some of them were. I hoped that if I disappeared, Mum and Dad, Cassie and Wally would want to know where I�d gone. I hoped they wouldn�t just leave me out there to melt away in the ground until I�d disappeared for good.

4.

MUM INVITED HELENA AND TILLY over for dinner the next weekend. I hadn�t seen Tilly since the fete, and all week I�d had a sticky feeling that I didn�t know what to do with. When I looked out into the paddock I felt like I was looking at something ugly, instead of the same boring patch of dirt I�d looked at every day of my life. It was the same feeling I�d had when Mum was properly crook. But this time I couldn�t make Mum a hot Milo or give her a head massage to make the feeling go away for a bit. This time it was deep inside me, as though I�d be stuck with it forever.
We were having a roast for tea. Mum spent all afternoon peeling and chopping vegetables. She made Wally and me have a bath, wash our hair. I went first, and when I came out of the bath the water was milky, shampoo foam floating on the surface like frog eggs.
�You better not have pissed in it,� Wally said, stepping out of his undies.
I got sweaty again right away, stood in front of the fan in the kitchen while Mum set down a tablecloth.
�Put some clothes on, Cub,� Mum said. �For goodness� sake.�
�It�s too hot for clothes,� I said.
�You�re getting too old to be running around in the nude with all your bits showing.�
�I don�t care,� I said�if Wally didn�t have to wear a shirt then I shouldn�t have to either�but I got dressed anyway.
Mum had taken the fancy glasses from a box in the cupboard, and when Helena and Tilly arrived she�d already poured wine into all the adults� glasses. I looked into a glass and there was a drowned fruit fly skimming the top. I reached in to scrape it out with my fingernail.
�Don�t be foul,� Mum said, swatting my hand as she headed towards the door. I left the fly where it was, hoped it wasn�t Helena�s glass.
Before dinner me and Wally and Tilly watched TV. I peeled my sunburn while Mum and Dad and Helena stood around in the kitchen. Mum had set out crackers and a salmon dip that looked as if it had already been eaten and spewed up again.
�We should go swimming tomorrow,� Tilly said.
�Nah,� I said. There was no way I was going out into the paddock.
�Why not?�
�I�m sick of swimming.�
Cassie came in from the verandah. �Do you want a soft drink, Tilly?� he asked.
�Yes, please,� Tilly said.
�What about us?� asked Wally.
�You have legs,� Cassie said, and headed into the kitchen.
When he came back he handed Tilly a glass of creaming soda. Mum had made Dad buy soft drink especially for tonight, two whole bottles.
Tilly looked at the red fizz. �Don�t you have Pepsi?� she said.
�Dad doesn�t buy Pepsi,� I said. �He says it�s more expensive.�
The kitchen table was too small for all of us, so Dad dragged a foldout table from under the house, tacked it at the end of the big table for me and Wally and Tilly to sit at. I can�t remember ever having anyone over to eat before, and it felt weird, like we were all acting, putting on a show. There weren�t enough plates so Wally and me had to eat from cereal bowls. It was hard to cut and everything slid up the sides. A piece of lamb fat flew out of my bowl and splatted onto the lino.
�You did that on purpose,� Tilly said.
�Did not,� I said. I could feel Mum glaring at me and shut my mouth.
�This is real special,� Helena said. �Haven�t had a roast in ages.�
�This lot are picky with their food,� Mum said. �Most nights it�s toasted sandwiches.� She had a line of red above her top lip from the wine, like the rash you get from blowing your nose too much. I felt embarrassed all of a sudden, wished she would wipe her mouth.
�How are you finding the house then?� Dad said to Helena. �Everything working as it should?�
�It�s fine,� Helena said. �It�s not forever.�
�Perfectly good house,� Dad said, nodding and cutting into his potato. �And what about a job? Got anything lined up?�
�Not yet,� Helena replied. �I�ve been meaning to ask around town. Centrelink should keep us going for a while, though. Not having to pay rent is a real blessing. I just need to find something before Tilly�s school fees are due.�
�Not sure why you�re bothering to send her to that school when it�s so far away,� Mum said. �Nothing wrong with the public in town. If it was good enough for Dermott and me it�s good enough for this lot. She could ride her bike in with the twins.�
�Well, she�s already started.� Helena turned to Tilly, smiled. �Making new friends, aren�t you, Til?�
�But if you�re short of money,� Mum said, �surely a private school isn�t the smartest idea.�
Dad cleared his throat. �Always easy enough to get bar work,� he said. �Maybe not around here, but if you�re willing to drive a bit. You done that sort of thing before?�
�It�s hard to be on my feet for too long,� Helena said.
�Right, right,� Dad said. �How�d the leg end up healing?�
Helena hadn�t stopped smiling, but now there was a strange twist to it. �Could�ve been worse,� she said.
�Too right,� Dad said. �You�re damn lucky, I reckon. The both of you.� He nodded towards Tilly.
Helena cut a piece of lamb and the knife scraped against the plate.
�Dermott used to pull beers at the Connolly,� Mum said. �Until he�d saved enough for a car. His old Cortina. God, I remember that piece of junk. Rattled like death when he first brought it home. He was proud as punch, though. Fixed it up himself. A real good mechanic, he was.�
�Really?� Tilly said, glancing at Helena.
�Would�ve been,� Helena said. �If he was able to sort himself out.�
Mum kept talking as though no one else had spoken. �Probably pinched a fair bit out of the pub till to afford that car, knowing Dermott,� she said. �I took some pictures from the day he bought it. We made a bit of a day of it. I�ll have a poke around for them after dinner. Would you like to see pictures of your dad, Tilly?� I don�t think I�d ever heard Mum talk so much in my whole life.
Tilly nodded. Helena reached over, gave Tilly�s shoulder a squeeze, but Tilly bunched her shoulders up to her ears, shrugged her off.
�Well, if you hear of any work going,� Helena said.
�Not sure we�d be the best contacts,� Dad said. �We�re not exactly popular around here, as you could probably gather.�
�We don�t plan on sticking around for long,� Helena said. �I�ve got a cousin in Sydney who can get me a job, help us sort out a place to live. Once we sell the place. Our half of the paddock.�
�Good luck there,� Dad said. �You�ll be hard-pressed to find anyone interested.�
�Because of the dead people?� Wally asked. �Is that why no one will buy it?�
The air went thin, as though everyone had taken a breath at exactly the same time.
�Shut up, Wally,� Cassie said quietly.
�It is, isn�t it?� Wally said.
I�d forgotten about it for a second, felt the rotten feeling begin to churn in my arms and legs again. I kept shooting Wally sneaky brain messages for him to shut his mouth.
�Eat your dinner, Wally,� Dad said. He spoke in a normal voice, but by the way he was glaring I knew Wally would be up for a smack later on.
�But it�s yuck,� Wally said, poking his meat with his knife. �I hate lamb. It tastes like poo.�
�Who�s dead?� Tilly asked.
Helena stood up, put her napkin on the table. �We�d better be off then,� she said. There was still a potato and most of her meat on her plate.
�Already?� Mum said. �I got fruit salad and custard for dessert. Dermott�s favourite. Would you like that, Tilly?�
�No,� said Helena. �We�ll go, I think.�
�Come on, now,� Mum said. �Don�t be a party-pooper.� She reached for the wine and topped up Helena�s glass.
�Tilly�s had a big day.�
�She can have a kip in Cub�s bed.�
�Just let them leave, Mum,� said Cassie. �She doesn�t want to stay.�
�Watch how you talk to your mother, hey,� Dad said, ruffling Cassie�s hair even though his eyes were sharp.
Cassie got up and took his glass to the couch, turned on the TV.
�Thanks for dinner,� Helena said, running her hands down her dress. �Haven�t had a roast in ages.�
�Could at least wait until after dessert,� Mum said. �Seeing as I went to the trouble. You�ve hardly been here an hour.�
Helena had already grabbed her keys off the table, but paused, turned back to Mum and Dad. �Can I have a word, actually?� she said. �In private.� She looked at Tilly. �Go wait outside,� she said.
�Why?� Tilly asked.
�Go on,� she said. �I won�t be long.�
Tilly got out of her chair. She went outside, didn�t say goodbye.
Helena stood there for a moment. She looked at Wally and me. �Maybe you two can go to your rooms,� she said.
�Right,� Dad said, standing up. �Off to your room.�
�But I�m not finished,� said Wally.
�Do as you�re told,� Dad said.
Wally and I peeled up from our chairs, trudged into the hallway.
�Just going to the loo,� I said, once Wally was on his bed. I nipped back towards the kitchen, stood against the wall and peered around the corner. They were still gathered around the table, Dad and Helena standing, Mum in her chair.
�I�ve already told you Tilly knows nothing about what went on here,� Helena said. �And if your kids can�t stop bringing it up then she won�t be able to come over here anymore.�
�That�s just kids being kids,� Dad said. �They�ve heard rumours, but nothing more. They�re just not interested.�
�I�d say they�re bloody interested,� Helena said. �Les is one thing, but I don�t want Tilly to find out what her father did. What he was trying to do.�
�It was an accident, for God�s sake,� Mum said. �I thought you would�ve seen sense by now.�
�You weren�t in the car, were you?�
�I don�t mean to upset you, love,� Mum said. �But he was my brother, and I know he wouldn�t do something like that. It was an accident. A terrible accident.�
Helena took a deep breath, pinched her fingers to the bridge of her nose. �Well, how about you just teach your kids some manners, then.�
Helena looked my way and I darted around the corner. I heard the rattling of keys, the flyscreen opening, clacking shut. I peered around the corner again. Mum opened the fridge, took out a tin of fruit salad and a carton of custard and set them on the table. She came into the hall and went into her room, didn�t even seem to see me. I didn�t understand what they were talking about. All I knew was that there was no way I was going to tell Tilly about Les. She�d never want to play with us again if she knew what we were really like, who we had inside of us. What kind of person our bones were made from.
I crept back into the kitchen, stood next to Dad and climbed onto the bench. He�d flicked on the porch light and we watched Helena and Tilly cross the grass. The kitchen seemed peaceful. I was glad everyone was gone. �Does she have a bung leg?� I asked. �Is that why she hobbles like that?�
�She was in an accident,� Dad said. �The one that killed your uncle.� He took a swig of beer, swallowed it down. �The kids at school haven�t said anything to you, have they?�
�About what?�
�About your granddad,� Dad said. �Anything like that?�
�No,� I said.
�What about Wally? He said anything? You know how much he fibs.�
I shook my head.
�A lot of rumours fly around here,� Dad said. �Best to ignore them.�
�Okay,� I said. I made my face go blank, like he was talking about something boring and I didn�t care.
�People around here like a bit of a chinwag about all sorts of thing. A lot of things get said.�
I nodded. It made me feel like a grown-up, telling a half-lie like that. Telling a lie without even saying anything. Telling a lie by just nodding my head.
���
For as long as I could remember, once or twice a year strange people with licence plates from Victoria or New South Wales would drive up to the yellow house. Even though Dad had taken the street sign down, the cars would pull onto the side of the road and the people would poke around the yellow house for a while, rattling the doorhandle and pressing their faces up to the windows. They�d traipse across the grass like they owned the place, peel under the barbed wire and disappear into the paddock.
�Bloody pests,� Dad would say. He�d stand by their car waiting for them to come back, with a shovel or spade over his shoulder and a heat glowing off him that was thick as stew. When they trudged back in, they always slowed down when they saw him leaning against their boot, their walks going stiff just a bit. Dad would follow them onto the road, watch until they pulled back onto the highway, until they were gone. Whenever I asked Dad who they were, what they were doing here, he�d say they were just dropkicks mooching about, but then he�d be in a bad mood all night.
The last time I heard a car turn off the highway was right before Helena and Tilly moved in. I�d just had a bath and was in my nightie, but I raced to the driveway. I stood at the side of the road as the car revved towards me, mousy fumes spooling from the exhaust.
The car slowed as it passed me, and then rolled to a stop outside the chewed-up gate at the front of the yellow house. Though the sun was close to setting, the road cooked my feet as I walked towards the car. When I reached the letterbox the door clicked open and the driver stuck his head out, turned to face me.
�This it?� he asked. He was only a few years older than Cassie, his hair black as crow feathers. He had a piercing in his eyebrow and his cheeks were rubbly with dents.
I didn�t say anything.
�Hey, you deaf?� he said. �This the farm? The knackery? We�ve been driving for hours.�
I heard a giggle come from inside the car. A girl.
�It�s not a farm,� I said.
�What?� he said.
�There�s no animals.�
He stuck his head back in the car and the door slammed shut. I stayed where I was, and after a minute the engine choked and the car crawled forward, screeched into a U-turn and sped off back towards the highway.
I went inside, told Dad what had happened. �Why would they want to go to the knackery?� I said.
He was watching TV, didn�t look away from the screen.
I hopped up and down, repeated the question.
Dad turned to me. �Because it was your grandfather�s, and your grandfather was a well-known man.�
�Well known for what?� I said. �The paintings?�
�What paintings?�
�There�s all these paintings on the walls at the yellow house, with his name on the bottom.�
Dad took a sip of beer, rubbed his nose. �It�s like with the Queen of England,� he said. �People travel from all over to see where she lives, even if she�s not there.�
�Why, though?� I asked.
�Why?� Dad repeated. He took another sip. �Because people are idiots.�
It wasn�t until the day after the dinner that I realised why those people were really coming to the yellow house.
���
Even though it was a school day Tilly and Helena had gone somewhere early and it definitely wasn�t school. They had carried bags and towels and plastic bags of food out to the car and were dressed in bright, summery clothes, so I knew they were going somewhere special. I was jealous that they could just hoon off somewhere for a different life. No one would ever take me away on a special trip. I waved to Tilly from the fence but she mustn�t have seen me. Even though I knew Tilly had a secret bad spot in her as well, I needed something to distract me, needed something good to focus my mind on. Needed some of her good to rub off on me.
Dad was still at work when Cassie and Ian got home that afternoon. I watched Cassie slip into Mum and Dad�s room and nick the small, bronze key from Dad�s beside table. It was tied onto a blue thread and Cassie hung it around his neck.
�You can�t just go in there,� I said.
�Shut up, Cub.�
�You can�t just go into someone�s house while they�re not there,� I said. �What if Helena and Tilly come home? You�ll be sprung.�
�Mind your own business.�
�Don�t do it, Cass,� I said. �Dad will be mad if you let a stranger in.�
�Ian�s not a stranger,� Cassie said.
I peeled a bit of skin from the side of my thumb with my teeth. �Well, I�m coming too, then.�
�No, you�re not.�
�I�ll dob.�
�See if I care,� said Cassie. But when I followed them across the lawn Cassie didn�t tell me to get lost again.
When we reached the back door Cassie fumbled with the key, couldn�t get it to fit into the lock. His hands were all wobbly. �I can�t do it,� he said.
�Let me,� Ian said. He took the key, jammed it in the lock and opened the door, easy. He turned around and grinned at Cassie. I wanted to poke my fingers into his stupid mouth, all the way into his throat until he spewed up his insides.
I stood in the doorway and they barely seemed to notice I was still there. Ian wandered through the kitchen and then the lounge room. He stroked the peeling wallpaper as though it were fur. He tapped on the walls and, when the floorboard creaked, he stamped down as though he were listening for the empty, echoing space of a secret room. I followed him and Cassie into Helena�s room. Ian lay down on the thin mattress.
�So this was Les�s room?� he asked.
�Yeah,� Cassie said.
There were honey-coloured perfumes and sparkly jewellery on the bedside table. The room smelled like flowers and, beneath that, warm sweat. Ian heaved his body up and down and the springs squeaked. He lay there for ages with his eyes closed, breathing deep so that his breath whistled through his nose. Finally he sat up and looked around the room. �Can I take something?�
�Yeah, if you want,� said Cassie.
�Why would you want to take something?� I asked.
�Souvenir,� Ian said.
�You can�t just take something,� I said. �This isn�t your house.�
Ian gazed around the room. There was a loose nail poking from the floorboard at the corner of the room. Ian got up, squatted on the floor and yanked out the nail.
�I could sell this,� he said, holding it up to the light. �There�d be weirdos out there who�d pay a mint for this shit.�
�What, for a nail?�
�You don�t get it,� Ian said. �This place is pretty much historical. You should do tours�you�d earn a fortune.�
He stood up, ran his fingers along the wallpaper again. �Where�d your Dad find the hair?� Ian asked. �The ponytails.�
Cassie pointed to the wardrobe. �In there,� he said. �They were in a locked box, though. Dad had to smash it open with a hoe.�
�Shit.�
�I was there, you know,� Cassie said. �When he opened the box.�
�What�d they look like?�
�I dunno. Weird,� Cassie said. �I didn�t know what I was looking at. I thought they were little rats or something.�
Ian opened the wardrobe, but it was only filled with Helena�s dresses, a jumble of shoes at the bottom. �I can�t believe he went to the cops,� Ian said. �Where�s his loyalty?�
�He didn�t know what it meant at the time,� Cassie said.
�You�re right,� Ian said. �These guys are fucking sly. They look like normal blokes, but inside they�re fucking psychos.�
�He wasn�t a psycho,� Cassie said.
Ian let out a laugh. �If that helps you sleep at night.�
I didn�t know that Dad had been the one to go to the cops. I wondered what the ponytails looked like, what colours they were. How many of them there were in the box. I felt dizzy, went into the toilet. There was a bloody wad in the bin, like what I�d seen in the girls� toilets at schools. I wondered if it was Tilly�s. I kneeled down in front of the toilet, but nothing came up. I pulled out three eyebrow hairs one by one, sprinkled them into the water. The skin under my eyebrow stung, but it made me feel better. Gave me something else to concentrate on. I kept pulling until I felt less dizzy, until everything around me started to feel less rotten.
Cassie and Ian were still in Helena�s room so I went and found Tilly�s.
She didn�t have a bed, just a mattress on the ground, like Cassie, but otherwise it looked exactly how I thought it would, though somehow even more perfect. There was a fluffy purple blanket on the bed that still had the clean shop smell. Three stuffed polar bears sat on the blanket, as well as a diary with her name on the cover, written in whiteout and then coloured over with rainbow texta. I tried to open the diary but it was locked shut.
I lay down on her bed, closed my eyes. I pretended that I was Tilly, sleeping on my bed in my lovely room. I got under the blanket and imagined it was morning. I yawned, rubbed my eyes and then climbed out of bed. I crossed my arms over myself like Tilly did, leaned hard on one foot. I opened her cupboard and looked through her things. There was a t-shirt with a rainbow on the front and I took off my overalls and put it on. It was so short I could see my bellybutton. I had an outie that I didn�t like to look at, and I poked it back in. Next to her bed was a box with a jumble of make-up and stickers and pens. I picked out a lip gloss, opened it. It smelled like grapes. I took the wand and smeared it over my lips, looked in the mirror. I half expected to look like a new girl, but I didn�t look like Tilly at all. I just looked like myself with goo on my face. There was something different about me, though. I didn�t look right. I leaned into the mirror and searched my face. There was a patch missing from my eyebrow, the skin beneath red and itchy-looking. I licked my finger and tried to smooth down my eyebrow but it didn�t work. I found a brown texta in the box and coloured it in.
We stayed in the yellow house for almost an hour. I kept my ears open for Helena�s car, but Ian and Cassie didn�t seem to care.
�We should go, Cass,� I said.
�So go,� Cassie said. His hair was growing long and he flicked it out of his face. �No one asked you to come.�
Ian wanted to see downstairs, so Cassie took him outside and down to the crawl space. It was just a stretch of dirt, with a few dead rats that had turned white and crunchy. Cassie said Les had kept all his tools and work things down here, but Dad took all the painting stuff so he could keep the business going on his own, and later the cops had taken the rest of it.
�Where are the dungeons and shit?� Ian said.
�He didn�t do anything here,� Cassie said.
�I know.� Ian ran his hand along the nail hooks sticking out of the stilts. �Do you reckon it�s haunted?�
�I don�t believe in that shit,� Cassie said.
�Wally saw a woman standing in the middle of the paddock,� I blurted out. �She had no clothes on and her eyes looked like black holes, as if her eyes had been gouged out. Wally reckons she was a ghost.�
I wanted to scare him enough to make him want to leave and not come back.
�Bullshit,� Ian said, kicking at a rat skeleton that was near his foot. Its insides were hollowed out, an empty shell. �This is so fucking cool.�
���
Ian was gone by the time Dad got home from work. Wheel of Fortune had just started. Cassie and I were on the couch, Wally sprawled on the carpet. I could hear the sound of Dad pissing into the toilet bowl, and a minute later he came into the lounge. He stood next to the couch, gave me a scratch on the head.
After a second he leaned over Cassie and grabbed his neck, so quick it made all of us jump.
�What the hell is this?� Dad said, yanking at the key around his neck. Cassie tried to pull away but Dad grabbed him by the scruff of his shirt. He pulled the thread up over Cassie�s head and shook the key in front of his face. �What the hell are you doing with this?�
�Nothing,� Cassie said.
�Nothing, my arse.�
�Ian wanted to see it. We were only there for a minute.�
�See what exactly?�
�See where Granddad lived,� Cassie said.
�Christ�s sake, Cassie.� He let go of his shirt. �You can�t just break into someone�s house.�
�I wasn�t breaking in,� Cassie said. �We used the key.�
�Jesus fucking Christ.�
�It�s not that big a deal.�
�I knew that little shit was sniffing around like a dog,� Dad said. �He finds this sort of thing amusing, does he? What did he think he was going to find, hey?�
�I asked him if he wanted to go see it. He probably only said yes �cause I asked him.�
�Sometimes I wonder if you have air for brains,� said Dad, whacking Cassie on the side of the head. �Absolutely hopeless.�
�It was dumb,� Cassie said, sinking into the couch. �Sorry.�
�More than dumb.� Dad put his hands on his hips and looked at the TV. His nose was dotted with sweat. Cassie stared down, his shoulders hunched around his ears. �I don�t want to see that�s shit�s face around here again, alright?� Dad said finally.
He looked over to Wally and me. At some point I�d slid to the floor but didn�t remember doing it. �So you�ve had a yarn to this one, I suppose.� Dad jerked his thumb towards me.
�Yarn about what?� Cassie said.
Dad struck Cassie on the side of the face again. �Don�t treat me like an imbecile,� Dad said. �You bloody well know what.�
�She already knew,� Cassie said. I could see tears prickling in his eyes but he held them back. �Some kid at school was hassling them.� Cassie gulped his spit down. �It�s not like it�s a big secret. Everyone knows. Everyone at school knows.�
Dad walked into the kitchen and took a beer out of the fridge. The top clattered as he pinged it into the sink. He came back into the lounge. �Get out of my sight,� he said, grabbing the remote from between the couch pillows.
Cassie stood up and went into the kitchen.
�Bloody all of you,� Dad said.
I crawled off the carpet and followed Cassie. I felt a twisting in my guts. Dad changed the channel to the races, turned the volume up as high as it went.
Later, when Wally and me were in bed, Dad came and stood in our doorway. We�d been in there for ages, but he must have seen our open eyes glowing in the dark and known we were awake.
�You�re not to talk to your cousin about your grandfather,� Dad said. �Either of you.� He spoke quietly, and then paused. �It�s not the sort of thing you�re supposed to talk about.� His shadow moved away from the door and his heavy steps trudged down the hallway. I leaned up on my elbow towards Wally, but he�d rolled away and was facing the wall, pretending to be asleep.
���
After Dad told Cassie that Ian couldn�t come over anymore I thought he would disappear. But he started coming over more and more, except they didn�t stay on the verandah or go into Cassie�s room. Every afternoon they disappeared into the paddock, snuck out there when Dad wasn�t home. He had no idea Ian was still hanging around. They hid their bikes in the paddock grass out of sight and I just knew they were going to the knackery.
�I wonder what they do out there,� I said to Wally, watching Cassie and Ian stamp out into the paddock. The grass was so tall that only their shoulders and heads poked out of the stalks.
Wally didn�t look up from the TV screen.
The next afternoon Tilly came over, said she wanted a swim but she didn�t want to go alone. Since I found out about what Les had done in the paddock, I thought I�d never go out there ever again. But if I said no to Tilly she might stop coming over, so I said yes, pretended to be happy about it. I tried my best to act normal for the whole swim. Tried not to touch the bottom in case there was anything gross down there that the cops hadn�t found.
When we got back from the dam Ian and Cassie were on the verandah. Dad wasn�t home, and they had a can of beer each, the stuff that Dad drank and kept in cartons under the house.
�You shouldn�t be drinking that,� I said as we came up the stairs.
�Piss off,� Cassie said.
�What�s wrong with your face?� Wally said to Ian. �Did someone hit you?� The top of Ian�s left cheek was bruised purple.
Ian put his hand to his face, taking it down just as quick. He took a swig of beer, ignored Wally�s question.
�You�re not supposed to be here,� I said to Ian.
�Who made you the Ian police?� he said.
I made a move to go inside but then Ian turned to Tilly, looked her up and down. �Who�s this then?� he asked.
�This is Tilly,� Cassie said. �She lives next door.�
�Next door, hey?� Ian said. �She your little girlfriend, mate?� He sucked on his cigarette and blew the smoke towards Wally.
�No,� Wally said, putting his fingers into his mouth and pretending to spew. �That�s gross.�
�She�s our cousin,� I said.
�Ah,� Ian said. �Is that right?� He looked from me to Cassie and then back to Tilly. �Cassie mentioned you. Said you were pretty.�
Cassie stood up. �I�m going to piss.�
After the toilet door slammed shut, Ian turned back to Tilly. �Why don�t you come sit on my lap, sweetheart,� he said.
Tilly blushed and looked down at the ground. She crossed her arms over her chest.
Ian turned his head towards Wally, but kept his eyes on Tilly. �Doesn�t she speak?� he said.
�Yeah,� said Wally.
�You a mute, are you?� he asked Tilly.
�No,� Tilly said quietly.
�What was that, love?� Ian cupped his hand behind his ear.
�No,� Tilly said louder, raising her head.
When Cassie came back he handed Ian another beer, pulled up his fly before sitting down. He almost missed the chair when he went to sit, steadying himself on Ian�s shoulder.
�What are you talking about?� Cassie said.
�Just getting to know the newest member of the clan.� Ian turned back to Tilly. �How old are you?� he said.
�I�m nearly twelve.�
�And you live at Les�s then?�
�What?�
�Next door,� Ian said. �In your granddad�s house.�
Tilly nodded.
�How�d you like that?�
�It�s alright.�
�Doesn�t creep you out?� Ian glanced next door. �Don�t get a bit scared at night? Need to sleep in Mummy�s bed?�
Tilly looked at Cassie. �No,� she said. �Why would I?�
�No reason,� Ian said. He took a sip of beer. �Can I come over?�
�What, now?�
�Yeah,� Ian said.
�What for?� Tilly asked.
�Never mind,� Ian said, batting his hand in front of his face, swatting away a thought. �Once was enough.�
I felt lumps in my throat. If Tilly found out I�d been into her room without her knowing she�d think I was weird for sure.
�Why don�t you all go watch TV?� Cassie said to me. �Watch a video or something.�
�Okay,� I said. I grabbed Tilly�s wrist, wanted to get her away from Ian right away, but she pinged her hand away as though I�d electrocuted her.
�They can stay,� Ian said. �You want to stay, don�t you?� Ian asked Tilly.
Tilly shrugged. I didn�t understand why she wouldn�t do what I wanted her to, why she wanted to stay out here.
�You know, your Grandpa Les used to live in my house as well, before he moved out here.� He took a drag of the smoke. �His birthday�s coming up soon, isn�t it, Cass? April seventeenth. We should have a celebration. What do you say, Tilly?�
Tilly�s eyes flickered to Cassie�s. �Yeah,� she said. �Okay.�
�Jesus,� Ian said, letting out a laugh. �I was joking. What kind of a sicko are you?� He smiled, gave Tilly a wink, but she still looked as though someone had pulled her pants down. �I�m only playing with you. Don�t think a celebration would go down too well with your folks.�
�What are you talking about?� Tilly asked.
�Ian,� Cassie said. �Just forget it.�
�Oh shit,� Ian said. �Sorry, mate.� He didn�t sound sorry at all. �I forgot it was supposed to be a big secret still.�
�What is?� Tilly insisted. �Tell me what you�re talking about.�
Ian smiled, looked Tilly up and down. �Your Grandpa Les,� he said, �fucked whores and boiled them up.�
�Jesus Christ, Ian,� Cassie sighed, pressing his palms to his eyeballs. �Shut up, would you?�
�That�s disgusting,� Tilly said, wrinkling her nose. �There�s no way that�s true. How do you even know that?�
�Everyone knows,� Ian said, draining his beer and throwing it out into the yard. �Ask anyone. Ask them.� He pointed to Wally and me.
Ian had a crinkly smile on his face, his eyes on Tilly, who was blushing all over. Cassie didn�t even do anything. He just slouched in his chair, sipped his beer, as though this was Ian�s house and not ours. As though Ian was in control of everything that went on. After a second Ian slapped his hands on his knees. �Well, I�ve done my day�s damage,� he said. �Lovely to meet you, sweets.� He grabbed Tilly�s hand and kissed the back of it with his wet lips.
He reached over to slap Cassie�s hand, but Cassie stayed slumped in his chair, didn�t look Ian in the face. �See you,� he muttered. He waited until Ian was gone before standing up. He went down the stairs and picked up the beer cans from the grass.
�Tilly?� I said.
�I hate you,� she mumbled. She was staring down but I could see wet tracks on her cheeks.
�What did I do?� I asked.
�I hate you all and I hate living here.�
She ran past Cassie, ran over to the yellow house. It wasn�t until Tilly had slipped through the flyscreen that my anger bubbled, and then just as quickly was whisked away. My body felt drained. I kept grasping for something special and good and it kept getting yanked from me. Every time I got close, something else got in the way. I felt tears but they were stuck behind my eyes, burning. I pulled at the skin of my eyebrow until it started to burn as well. I watched Cassie walk over to the bin, cans in his arms. He buried them deep in the rubbish where Dad wouldn�t find them, hiding the evidence of Ian again.
���
That night Helena came over. She banged on the back door, and Dad shuffled over from the couch. He turned the verandah light on. I followed him, stood in the hallway.
�You promised me, Colin,� Helena said, when Dad opened the door. �You promised me those kids of yours were gonna keep their lips zipped.�
Dad was shirtless, in his boxers. �What are you banging on about?� he said.
�Tilly�s bloody hysterical,� Helena said. She looked behind Dad, straight at me. �It was you, wasn�t it?� She jabbed her finger at me.
�I didn�t do anything,� I said.
�Christ�s sake, Helena,� Dad said. �You�re drunk. Just go home. You�re embarrassing yourself.�
Dad closed the door and turned off the verandah light. He went back to the couch.
I heard a clanging from the verandah, and the next morning a chair was broken in the yard, its legs snapped and sprawled out at funny angles. I thought we�d be in big trouble, but Dad didn�t come into our room again, didn�t say any more about it.

5.

I�D BEEN TRYING TO GROW my hair into a girl haircut for ages, but every few months Mum gave us trims on the verandah and I�d be back to where I started. I was the only girl at school with short hair, and kept hoping that Mum would forget, would leave it for just that little bit longer so I didn�t look so different from everyone else. For weeks after, I�d find clumps of hair in the grass, or stiffened like fur between the floorboards. Cassie didn�t like Mum�s haircuts, did his own in front of the bathroom mirror. He always tried to look neat, ironing his school clothes when they were only a tiny bit wrinkled, and putting sticky tape around the ends of his shoelaces when the plastic started to split and the lace frayed. His haircuts looked alright most of the time�almost as good as when Mum did it�but whenever he stuffed up and cut out a big chunk by accident he wore a beanie for weeks until the hair grew out a bit.
But around the time Ian started coming over Cassie stopped cutting his hair altogether. Refused to let Mum near it. He didn�t wash it either and it grew into golden cocoons. If it was hot, he tied it back with a rubber band, but the rest of the time it hung straight down his neck with his ears poking out like white mice. I thought it looked beautiful.
�You look like a bloody girl,� Dad said. �Like a bloody fairy.�
It was like that with everything Cassie did. When he came home with a bottle of black nail polish from the cheap shop, Dad noticed his painted nails at dinner. He stared at Cassie�s fingers for a second, and then scraped his chair against the lino, went and sat in front of the TV.
�You should take that off,� I whispered to Cassie.
�I like it,� Cassie said, webbing out his fingers.
�But Ian doesn�t even do that to his fingernails.�
�What does that have to do with anything?� Cassie said.
The next day Cassie didn�t come home from school. After dinner Dad waited for him on the verandah, only came inside to get beer from the fridge. When he needed to piss he did it over the railing.
When I heard Cassie�s bike come up the driveway I crept into the bathroom to spy. He dumped his bike in the grass and walked up the steps.
�Come here a second, mate,� Dad said. He didn�t sound mad, but there was something in his voice that was even worse than that. �Sit,� he said, nodding towards the beanbag next to him. �Sit down.�
Cassie walked over to Dad, sat down and hugged his knees in front of him. If I were Cassie I would have run. Even from here I could tell something wasn�t right. Dad picked up Mum�s hair scissors from the table, set them in his lap.
He was leaning in close to Cassie and I couldn�t hear what he was saying. After a minute Cassie got up from the beanbag and turned to go inside. Dad shot up as well, scissors in his hands. He grabbed Cassie by the arm and pulled him back. Cassie tried to squirm away and for second I thought he was going to push Dad, hit him. But then Dad pressed the scissors to Cassie�s chest, and Cassie�s arms drooped to his sides like they were stuffed with wool and not muscle and bone. Dad grabbed Cassie around the neck with his whole arm. Cassie was floppy, as though he�d been given an injection, and Dad turned him around, pushed him onto his knees. He held the scissors to the back of his neck and hacked through the hair, just above the elastic, three or four chops before it came completely off.
The ponytail fell to the floor. �Night, Cassie,� Dad said.
Cassie picked up the ponytail, got to his feet and went through the flyscreen. As he walked past the bathroom I slipped off the toilet tank. The plastic creaked. Cassie stopped in the doorway. He turned and faced me, holding the ponytail to his chest. His hair hung around his face and he looked like a little boy, but then his face twisted up and he lunged into the bathroom. He grabbed my arms and pulled me up from the ground.
�Get out,� he said, shoving me into the hallway.
I thought he was going to slam the door, but right before he did he seemed to change his mind, closing it very quietly instead.
���
�Where�s your hair?� Wally said the next morning.
�I cut it,� said Cassie, tucking his hair behind his ears. It was neater than how Dad had done it. Cassie must have tidied it up in front of the mirror.
�Well, good,� Wally said. �You looked like a girl.�
�Is that why Dad cut it off?� I asked. �Because boys are supposed to have short hair and girls are supposed to have long hair?�
�Then why do you have short hair?� Wally said to me. �Is it �cause you�re a boy?�
�Shut up, Wally,� I said.
When Wally went to get dressed I asked Cassie again why he let Dad chop his hair off. Dad never got mad at Mum for giving me a boy haircut, so I knew it wasn�t just that Dad wanted us all to look normal.
�I asked him to,� Cassie said.
�You did not.�
�Stop being so nosy.�
�Can I have it?� I said. �Wally said that you can sell human hair to make wigs. You can get heaps of money for it. Hundreds even.�
Cassie didn�t answer. He put on his beanie and went outside, got on his bike and rode away.
���
When Cassie got home that afternoon he went straight into his room. I was lying in the lounge room doing my homework, and after a second Cassie stormed out, kicked the pen out of my hand and the book across the room, missed my face by centimetres.
�Where is it?� he hissed.
�What?� I replied.
He grabbed me by the wrist. �Ow,� I said, trying to dig my nails into the backs of his hands.
�Where is it?� he said again. His teeth near my face looked slimy up close. He tackled me to the ground and sat on my stomach, pressed my wrists to the carpet, up around my shoulders. I tried to wriggle but I could only move my legs so I bashed them into the carpet until I could feel bruises swell on my heels. I thought I was going to piss myself. Cassie hawked up his spit and dangled a long gob of it over my face.
I didn�t know what he was talking about, went back in my brain to see if I�d taken something I shouldn�t have. Nothing. �I don�t have it. I don�t have anything,� I said, squirming my head closer to the carpet to get away from the dangle of spit. �Get off.�
The spit was right above my eyes. I closed them tight, knew what was coming, but a second later I heard a sucking sound and Cassie rolled off me. I opened my eyes. Cassie was hunched on the carpet, but then he stood up and charged into my and Wally�s room. I followed him, stood in the doorway as he opened drawers, scattering socks and undies onto the ground. I was scared he was going to go for me again, but I couldn�t look away. He opened the cupboards and riffled through my things. He stripped my sheets and quilt off my mattress, looked under my bed and then under Wally�s. He pulled out Wally�s special box and tipped it upside down so that all his things spread across the ground: his collection of one-cent pieces, a few knick-knacks he�d pinched from kids at school, wallets and purses, the picture of Helena and Tilly.
The ponytail. It had flung across the room and was against the wall, like a clumpy dead animal. Cassie snatched the hair and pushed past me. I followed him to the verandah. Ian was waiting by the clothesline and when Cassie crossed the yard they both hopped on their bikes and rode towards the paddock gate. Dust swirled under their tyres and I could smell the churned dirt from where I stood. They opened the gate, wheeled their bikes into the paddock, and then set off into the paddock on foot.
I thought I knew why Cassie was so upset. I�d have given anything to have long, lovely hair, and if someone took it away from me I�d be furious too. But I�d never seen Cassie like that before. As I watched Ian and Cassie disappear into the grass I wondered what was out in the paddock, in the knackery, that made them want to go out there nearly every day.
I went back to our room, remade my bed and stuffed everything back into their drawers. I sat on the carpet and gathered all Wally�s things back in his box, placed it under his bed, lined it up so that it was in the exact same spot as before. I didn�t want anyone to know Cassie was being weird. Didn�t want anyone to know that something strange was happening to his brain.
���
The next morning I woke early and put on my joggers and a jumper. Wally was still asleep so I crept from our room. I passed Cassie�s door and tapped it open. He was asleep on his mattress, his sheets perfectly tucked. Outside, the sun was only just rising, and the air was so foggy I couldn�t see the mountains in the distance that were usually dark blue and smooth as glass. I crossed the yard and set out into the paddock. The grass was frosty, and slippery beneath the soles of my joggers; the cold and the smell of eucalyptus was so strong it stung my nose as though the air was made of vapour rub.
I followed the path of pale, flattened grass until I reached the dam, and when the track disappeared I trod carefully and whipped through the grass with my hands, ripping up snatches with my fists. The knackery was at the bottom of the hill. It was the size of a small house, painted pale pink like the colour of marshmallows, and as I got close to it I started to get that sick feeling in my stomach. The mist had started to clear, the sun becoming buttery, but still I couldn�t help turning around to see if anyone was following me, though I knew I was all alone.
I walked through the wooden sheds, so eaten away I could see straight through to their insides, like ribs. Their sheet-metal roofs were rusty and dented, and they were filled with crumbling bricks and scraps of aluminium, prickly pear and a spidery rash of lantana that twisted through the junk left to rust in the rain. I stood at the front of the knackery and looked up. It had no windows, and the pink paint was cracked and streaked with rain stains and runny bird poo. The air felt rotten, like the drained blood had seeped into the earth and was steaming upwards like a pudding. I�d never got this close before and, now that I knew what else it had been used for, I felt a gushing in my guts I tried to ignore.
The padlock had been cut open and was dangling from the catch. I pulled on the doors and stepped inside. The air was still, and colder than outside. I blinked, waited a few seconds to get used to the dark. The room looked bigger from the inside, shadowy and dank. It was different to what I expected; I thought it would be full of awful contraptions, but it was bare, blank. On the wall were hooks, but no tools, and there were a few empty crates stacked against the walls. Swinging from the rafters were heavy-looking pulleys, and the cement floor had a drainage system that flowed into a big pit in the middle of the room. But mostly there was just a lot of space. A lot of nothing.
Cassie and Ian�s junk was squished into one corner, as though they didn�t want to take up space. There was a foam mattress against the wall, yellow and fingerpicked like honeycomb. Empty beer cans lined the wall like trophies and matches littered the cement, scorched almost up to their ends like tiny burnt branches. A magazine was splayed open on the mattress. I picked it up and on the cover was a woman up on her knees. She was wearing a tiny red bikini, holding her hands up around her chest, mouth wet-looking. I didn�t need to open it to know what would be inside. I�d once found a magazine like this in Dad�s cupboard, the pages crinkled, folded over to fit in a wedge between the ledger books he�d kept from school.
There was a shoebox at the end of the mattress. I crouched down and lifted the lid. The bottom was lined with newspaper, and there were three skulls in the corner of the box; birds, or maybe foxes, small as baby fists, the tops crushed open to make holes. Cassie�s nubby ponytail poked out of one of the cracked tops. I stroked it with my fingers, felt one of the dreadlocks hidden in the scruff of hair. It was as soft as a silkworm egg and felt strange, like I was touching the hair of something dead. I pulled the ponytail out through the hole and brushed it against my face. The hair was cool and smelled nothing like Cassie. It was as though the knackery had sucked away the good human smell, left it with nothing but cement and smoke and the feeling of cold.
I put the ponytail back into the skull and closed the lid, made sure everything was where they�d left it. I backed out of the knackery slowly. I felt like I was intruding, like I�d seen the inside of something I wasn�t supposed to see. I knew that Cassie coming out here wasn�t right. It was bad that he wanted to be here, bad that this felt like his own special space. I�d thought I knew everything about Cassie, but it was like I�d seen some part of him that was supposed to stay hidden, like seeing the negative of a photo, a sausage out of its casing.

6.

THE NEXT SATURDAY I WAS hanging out washing when Ian rode up the driveway. I hadn�t said anything to Cassie about what I�d seen in the knackery. I decided to wait, to think of some way of keeping Cassie from going out there again.
�Hey,� Ian said, circling around the clothesline. Only Dad was awake, reading the paper in the kitchen. I knew he could see us from the window.
�Cassie�s not here,� I said.
Ian pulled up next to me, looked towards the house. ��Course he�s here,� he said. �Where else would he be?�
I shrugged, reached for a peg.
�I�ll just go wait inside for him then,� he said, climbing off his bike.
�No,� I said, seeing Dad through the window. �I�ll go wake him up.�
�You said he wasn�t here.�
�Well, he might be back by now.�
I left Ian on the grass, made sure he wasn�t following me inside, and then went into Cassie�s room, grabbed his toes through the quilt. �Ian�s here,� I said. �Do you want me to tell him to rack off?�
Cassie pressed his palms to his eyes and propped himself up on his elbows. He opened the drawer next to him, stood up to pull on his jeans. His spine looked like a line of Tic Tacs as he bent over.
I couldn�t hold it in anymore. �Why do you and Ian go out there?� I asked.
�Where?� Cassie said, pulling up his fly, acting dumb.
�The knackery. It�s horrible out there. All those awful things that Les did. What do you do there?�
�What are you talking about?� He opened another drawer, grabbed a flanno from the top of the pile.
�You and Ian. You always go out there. To the knackery.�
�How do you know?�
�I�ve seen you.�
�Then you�re seeing things. You might need to get your head checked.�
I didn�t understand why he was lying. I�d seen them go out there every afternoon, seen all their weird stuff: the ponytail and the skulls and the magazine. I stood in the doorway while he fished out some socks from the drawer, laying a matching pair on the bed. �Do you mind?� he asked, pulling on his flanno.
�What?� I replied.
�It�s weird to watch people getting changed.�
�You�re weird.�
When Cassie was dressed he came out of his room with his backpack over his shoulders and tried to sneak over to the door.
�Where are you off to?� Dad put down the paper.
Cassie stopped, turned around. �It�s the weekend,� he said.
�I didn�t ask you what day it is.�
�I�m going for a swim.�
�With who?� Dad asked.
�Just me,� Cassie said.
�Bit cold, isn�t it?�
�Not really.�
Dad looked out the window, nodded towards the clothesline. �Well, look who�s here.�
I glanced out the window. Ian was holding on to a line of wire, pulling down so the clothesline tilted. �He�s not coming in to say hello, then?�
Cassie looked as though Dad was playing a trick on him. �You said Ian couldn�t come over anymore.�
�So what�s he doing here then?�
�I told you,� Cassie said. �We�re going for a swim. He�s not coming inside.�
�I want to go for a swim,� I said. Cassie hated swimming; I knew they weren�t going to the dam. I wanted to see what they did out there, what weird boy things went on in the knackery.
�You can go later,� Dad said. �With Wally.�
�I don�t want to go with Wally,� I said. �Please, can I come, Cassie?�
�I don�t want to babysit you.�
�I�m not going to drown,� I said. �I just want a swim.�
The flyscreen opened and Ian appeared in the hallway. �What�s taking you so long?�
�Nothing,� said Cassie. �Let�s go.�
Dad stared at Ian, and then at Cassie. �Take Cub with you,� he said.
�What?�
�Take your sister for a swim.�
�No way,� Cassie said.
�You can�t stop me,� I said to Cassie. �It�s a free country.�
Ian smiled, rubbed his hands together. �Let�s go then,� he said.
�What?� Cassie said. �No way is she coming with us.�
Dad picked up his paper. �Cub goes, or you don�t go at all.� He turned to me. �Make sure you keep your singlet on.�
I followed Ian and Cassie down the stairs. �Where�s your bathing suit?� Ian asked, looking back at me, smirk on his face.
�I left them in a plastic bag and they got mouldy. Dad said I can�t get a new pair until my birthday.�
�What then?� Ian said. �You�re going to skinny-dip?�
�No,� I said. �That�s gross.�
�We can ditch her,� Cassie said to Ian. �After a while.�
�No, you can�t,� I said. �And don�t talk about me like I�m not here.�
Ian turned around again and winked at me. �It�ll be fun,� he said.
Cassie and Ian started walking so fast I gave up on jogging to keep up, let myself fall behind. I knew the way to the knackery, but that�s not where they went. When I came over the hill Cassie and Ian had stopped at the dam, were sitting on the scabby grass a few yards back from the water.
�What are you doing?� I asked.
�What does it look like?� Cassie said.
�Why have you stopped here?�
�You wanted to go for a swim,� Cassie said. �So swim.�
I felt stupid. Of course they wouldn�t take me to the knackery. I looked back towards the house. I didn�t even feel like a swim, but it was a long way back and I was hot from the walk, so I pulled off my boots and my shirt and leggings, until I was down to my undies and singlet. I thought about what Mum had said before dinner the other night about my bits. I could feel eyes on me, but when I looked up Cassie and Ian weren�t looking. I slid into the water quickly anyway.
The silt was slimy against the soles of my feet as I pressed against the side of the dam. I ducked my head under and held my breath. I counted in my head, almost thirty seconds.
When I came up for air Cassie had pulled a bag of wine from his backpack. He and Ian were sitting cross-legged and were passing it between them, opening their mouths like baby birds as they tilted their heads and poured the wine in.
�You nicked that,� I called out.
�So what?� Cassie said.
�You�ll get in trouble.�
�Dad won�t notice.�
�Yeah, he will,� I said. �You can go to prison for drinking when you�re not eighteen yet.�
�Who told you that?� Cassie said.
I shrugged and swam to the side of the dam. �Give me some then.�
�No way,� Cassie said. �You�re a kid. You�ll go to prison.�
�So will you,� I said.
�Don�t be such a pussy,� Ian said, shoving Cassie�s shoulder. �Just give her some.�
�I�m not a pussy,� said Cassie. �I just don�t want to waste any on her.�
�There�s enough for all of us,� Ian said.
Cassie gave me a look and I scrambled onto the grass. �Open your mouth,� he said. I kneeled next to him and put my face next to his chest. He pressed the nozzle and wine filled my mouth. It tasted sour, and was warm as bathwater.
I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand and Cassie shoved me away from him. I didn�t even like the taste, but I opened my mouth for more.
�That�s it,� he said.
�We should get her drunk,� Ian said.
�Piss off,� Cassie said.
�It�ll be fun. Drunk kids are fucking hilarious.�
�Why waste it on her?�
�Come on.� Ian picked up the cask. �Come have a squirt.� Cassie scratched his ankle. Ian stared at me. �We won�t tell on you.�
�I don�t want any more,� I said.
Cassie took the cask from Ian and poured it into his own mouth. I could feel Ian looking at me still so I crawled across the dirt and slipped back into the water. I wondered if he was looking at me the way he looked at the girls in the magazine.
After a few minutes I heard the buzz of an engine. I paddled to the bank and watched the hills. Cassie froze, silver wine bag a flashing torch in his hands. A few seconds later Dad�s truck appeared at the top of the hill.
�Shit,� Cassie said, stuffing the cask into his backpack. At first I thought something terrible must�ve happened, but when Dad stopped beside the dam and got out of the truck he was smiling. He was wearing togs, a towel over his shoulders, and strips of blue zinc on his nose and cheeks. His belly and chest were white, but his legs and arms were brownish-pink, as though they�d been screwed on from another person.
�Too cold for you boys?� Dad called out, slamming the door.
�What are you doing?� Cassie asked.
�Felt like a dip,� Dad said. He put his towel down on the grass.
Dad had never come to the dam before; I�d never seen him swim in my life. Cassie said that they used to swim in the dam all the time in summer, him and Mum and Dad, but stopped when Wally and me came along.
Dad kicked off his scuffs, threw down his towel and sat down at the dam�s edge before getting in. �Chilly,� he said, bunching up his shoulders. He waded slowly, like he was moving through mud, until the water sucked him in. I swished around in the water as Dad did a few laps. Cassie and Ian looked at each other and then at the ground, as if to stop themselves from laughing, even though they�d both looked dead scared when they first saw the truck come over the hill.
Dad swam for half an hour, doing breaststroke like a giant frog, floating on his back. Sometimes I splashed him and he would splash me back. I tried to have fun but it was hard when I felt like I was waiting for some sort of explosion.
When Dad got out I stayed in the water. He dried himself off and then sat down on his towel. �Well then,� he said, blowing his nose onto the grass. �That was refreshing.�
Ian kept looking towards the ground with a smirk on his face. Cassie stared into space.
�Home time, I think,� Dad said. �No point staying out here if none of you are swimming.�
�She�s swimming,� Ian said, pointing at me.
�I can see that,� said Dad, �but I think she�s about done.�
I dunked my head under one last time and climbed out of the water, moving behind Dad so Ian couldn�t watch me. I shook my arms and legs and pulled on my clothes even though I was still dripping.
Ian shot Cassie a look and they stood up, grabbed their backpacks and shuffled towards the truck. We drove home in silence, except for Dad occasionally spurting out a line from a song that was playing in his head. He was happier than I�d seen him in ages, drumming his hands on the steering wheel. I sat in the front and when I turned around Cassie and Ian were both staring out their windows.
When we got to the house Dad cut the engine and turned around. �I�m going to need you to help me with the fence,� he said to Cassie. �Once I�m decent.�
�Can�t the twins do it?� Cassie said.
�I�m asking you, mate.�
�I�m busy.�
�You didn�t look too busy before,� Dad said. �Didn�t look like you were busy doing anything.�
�I�ve got plans,� Cassie said.
�You�ve got new plans now.�
When we got out of the car Dad went up the verandah steps and Cassie turned towards Ian. �You can hang out in my room if you want,� he said, standing close to Ian�s ear so I could hardly hear him. �Then we can head to the knackery afterwards. Dad�s just being a dick. He�ll be over it in an hour.�
�Nah,� Ian said, rubbing his nose with his hand. �I�m gonna go home. See you tomorrow maybe.�
He picked up his bike and pedalled towards the driveway. I tried not to let Cassie see how big my smile was.
I watched Dad and Cassie working on the fence facing the road, replacing the planks that had snapped in half or were leaning onto the ground, even though they�d been like that for as long as I could remember and Dad had never cared before. Cassie mostly just stood around looking sulky. When he did uproot a plank or wind a line of wire around the wood he did it with floppy hands and didn�t try very hard at all, so that Dad kept making him do the same thing over and over.
When Cassie took too long to get the wires untangled Dad yelled at him and threw the rotting plank of wood that he�d just uprooted. It nearly hit Cassie�s head, and Cassie chucked the hammer way out into the yard. It landed with a thunk that even I could hear, like a heavy bird dropping from the sky. He stormed inside and shut himself in his room. Dad finished the fence himself, whistling as he worked. When he was done he sat on the verandah with a beer as the sun hit his zinc-striped face, which was frozen into a small smile, happy as anything.
���
I hadn�t seen Tilly for almost a week after Ian told her about Les. I waved if I saw her in the yard, but she never seemed to see me. She must have been trying to stay away from Ian. Must have got that same feeling about him as I did. I didn�t like Cassie being alone with Ian, got this feeling in my guts whenever they snuck off to the knackery. I needed to stop them from going out there, needed to get Ian to rack off for good.
I saw my chance on Wednesday after school. I was getting my school bag from the verandah when I heard voices coming from Cassie�s room. I hadn�t even been spying on purpose. I peeped through his window. Ian was there. They were sitting on Cassie�s bed, the knuckles spread between them.
�And he gave them to you?� Ian said, picking up a knuckle.
�Yeah,� Cassie said. �For my birthday.�
�Where�d he get them?�
�I don�t know,� Cassie said. �He probably had them since he was a kid. They look pretty old.�
�What kind of knuckles are they?�
�What?�
�What animal did they come from?�
�I don�t know. Pig maybe,� Cassie said. I could tell he�d never thought about them belonging to an actual animal before.
�Do you reckon they�re human?�
�That�s sick,� Cassie said, putting a knuckle onto the backs of his fingers and flicking it into the air. �They�re too big, anyway.�
Ian held one up to his eye, and then put it under his nose and sniffed. He rolled it around in his palm like he was trying to warm it up.
Cassie took the knuckles from Ian, put them into the pouch and then back into the drawer. �I�m going to piss,� he said, rolling off the bed.
Once he�d left the room Ian lay back on the bed and rubbed his head. He stared at the ceiling, and when the bathroom door slammed shut, he sat up and opened Cassie�s sock drawer. He took out the knuckle pouch and then opened his backpack beside the bed. He pulled out his school jumper, put the knuckles at the bottom of the bag and stuffed the jumper back on top. When the toilet flushed he scrambled back onto the bed, lay still.
I couldn�t believe my luck. I�d been waiting and waiting for something like this and it had happened without me even looking for it.
A few minutes after Ian went home, Cassie came into the lounge room.
�Have you seen Wally?� he asked, yanking at the quilt I had over my legs. Before I could answer he charged into my and Wally�s room.
�Did you take my knuckles?� Cassie demanded.
�No,� Wally said.
�Give them back.�
�I don�t have your stupid knuckles.� Wally threw his pillow at Cassie, hitting him in the face. �Get lost.�
�Ian took them,� I called out from the couch. �When you went to the loo he put them in his bag. I saw him.�
Cassie looked at me like I was telling a lie, but then he charged down the hallway, went outside and got on his bike.
He came back an hour later. I followed him into his room. �Did you get them back?� I asked. �I told you it was Ian. He�s a thief. He�s a bad egg.�
Cassie was much calmer than when he left. He took the knuckle pouch out of his bag, and instead of hiding them in the drawer he opened his cupboard and dug them into a tin of marbles.
I went to bed that night feeling like I�d won a long race. It was all over. Cassie had realised that Ian was rotten and everything would go back to normal.
But when Ian came around the next day it was as if nothing had happened. I watched them cycle into the paddock, leaving their bikes behind the gate. I didn�t understand. If someone ever stole anything important from me like that, there was no way I�d be their friend. I�d never talk to them again for as long as I lived.

7.

A FEW DAYS LATER, WALLY and me were about to go into town for lollies when Mum told us to invite Tilly to go with us.
�No way,� Wally said.
�I thought you had a nice time at the fete,� Mum said. �She�s probably lonely all by herself in that house, with no brothers or sisters. No one to play with. Not like you lot.�
When Mum left the room Cassie pulled his velcro wallet out of his back pocket, held out a five-dollar note. �You don�t have to hang around with her all day,� he said. Wally reached for the money but Cassie didn�t let go. �Share it,� he said, making Wally look him in the eye and nod before he let go of the money.
Wally bent down and slipped the money into his sock. I don�t know why Cassie didn�t give the money to me to look after when he knows Wally�s a thief. Probably because he�s a boy.
Cassie looked out the window, reached his hand under his shirt to scratch his belly. �Just be nice to her, alright?� he said.
We walked across the yard and came to a stop a few metres from the yellow house. Neither of us wanted to go up the steps. I was nervous that Tilly did hate me, and remembered how cross Helena was when she found out what Ian had told Tilly. But after a second Tilly appeared behind the flyscreen.
�We�re going for lollies and Cassie told us we have to invite you,� Wally said, staring at the grass.
�He did?� Tilly said. Helena must have been close, because Tilly turned her face and said something in a whisper, looked back at us.
�Do you have any money?� Wally said.
Tilly said something else behind the door.
�So do you wanna come or not?� Wally said. �We don�t have all day.�
Tilly�s lip drooped a bit and I could see her bottom row of teeth were all crowded in together, like there were too many of them and they were shoving each other to share the space. Tilly disappeared from inside the door, and when she came back she had a bag over her shoulder. It was black plastic with purple love hearts patterned all over it. She�d put something on her lips to make them pink and sticky.
We headed towards the road. �Don�t think I�m going to kiss you,� Wally said, squinting at Tilly�s lips.
�What?� Tilly said.
�If that�s why you�ve put all that stuff on your mouth,� Wally said. �You shouldn�t have bothered, because I�m not going to kiss you.�
�We�re related,� Tilly said. �You can�t kiss someone you�re related to.�
�Yeah, well, just stay a metre away from me at all times.�
�There�s no way I�d want to kiss you anyway,� Tilly said. �I like someone else.�
�Good,� Wally said. There was a pause, before Wally turned and stepped onto the road.
I tried to change the subject, asked Tilly whether she had a very best friend at school yet.
�Everyone there�s gross,� Tilly said. �Not like at my old school. And that wasn�t even a private school.� She�d said she�d made heaps of friends a few weeks ago, so I wondered what had happened. She tucked her hair behind her ears, pushed her shoulders back. Something in her voice changed. �Heaps of people want to be my friend, though,� she said.
When we got to Main Street, Tilly stopped on the footpath. �Mum said it wasn�t true. What Ian said about Granddad. She said that if you say otherwise you�re just playing a trick on me.�
�Yeah,� I said, before Wally could get in first. �Ian lies a lot. He makes things up all the time.�
Tilly nodded. �That�s what Mum said. She said he was just tricking me because that�s what immature boys do. She said Ian�s probably never had a girlfriend and doesn�t know how to speak to girls.�
�Yeah,� I said. �Ian�s pretty weird. I don�t know why Cassie�s friends with him.�
�So you�re sure it�s not true then?�
�Yeah,� I said. �Cross my heart.�
�Wally?� Tilly said.
�Yeah,� Wally said. �It�s not true.�
I sent Wally a thankyou brain message, and one to Helena for thinking of the lie.
The buzzer sounded when we went into the corner shop. The man who worked there was reading a magazine on a stool behind the counter. He wasn�t wearing a shirt and his belly hung over his ruggers. He never said hello to us, but never got mad at us for taking too long to choose what we wanted. We didn�t go to the big shop on the middle of Main Street anymore. Once when we were paying for our lollies the woman who worked there thought Wally had nicked some money from the counter. We have pictures of her in photo albums, of her and Mum in Girl Guide uniforms. She grabbed Wally�s hands and tried to prise his fists open. Wally spat on her neck, and as we ran out of the shop he grabbed the bucket filled with flower bunches by the door and emptied it on the street, grinding the petals into the brick path. But Wally hadn�t even taken anything�not that time, anyway.
The lollies were lined up next to the counter in cloudy containers with their prices written on the lids in permanent marker. Once we�d picked our lollies Wally turned to Tilly. �How much money did you bring?�
Tilly took a coin purse out of her bag and emptied it onto the counter. It was all silver, mostly ten-cent pieces and not that many of them. Wally touched each coin with his index finger, slowly mouthing the numbers under his breath as he counted. Halfway through he lost count and had to start again.
�Is that it?� Wally said once he�d finished. He looked annoyed. �I thought you were rich. You go to a fancy school.� He pushed the coins towards the man behind the counter, who added them up with his finger the same way Wally had. Wally reached into his sock and pulled out the note. �This was for emergencies,� he said to Tilly. �In case we needed medicine or to call the cops.�
We took the short cut back through the park. Tilly sucked on a jawbreaker, shifting it to one side of her cheek. When we passed the skate ramp we saw a few of the dropkicks gathered under the big tree in the middle of the park. They were a few years older than Cassie, and some even older than that. Proper grown-ups. They were all drinking from cans or paper bags. They were scrawny as skeletons.
�Who are they?� Tilly asked.
�Dad says they�re all druggies,� Wally said quietly. He was scared they�d hear him. A few months ago, when we were wheeling our bikes up the highway, some of them egged us out of a car. One of the eggs hit Wally on the neck and he got a bruise that swelled up like a bite right away. He had to hose off in the yard and have two baths before he could get the egg smell off him.
�They look pretty weird,� Tilly said.
�They egged us once,� I told her.
Tilly stopped on the grass and turned towards the skate ramp. She took a step towards them. They didn�t notice us, and Tilly took the jawbreaker out of her mouth.
�What are you doing?� I said.
Tilly narrowed her eyes like she was concentrating hard, and then she threw the jawbreaker right at them. She missed, and it landed in the grass a few metres in front of the tree. The one who had stringy hair tied back and pants that came halfway down his bum turned to us. He looked at the jawbreaker and gave us the finger, then flopped back onto the grass.
�Let�s go,� Wally said. He clutched his paper bag of lollies under his arm as though it was an important parcel, didn�t slow down until we were back on the road.
�That was so cool,� Tilly said. She was puffing and her neck was splotchy. She looked like a piglet.
�They could have bashed us, you know,� I said. �They once threw an egg at us, for no reason. Just because they wanted to throw an egg at someone, probably.�
�I heard you the first time,� Tilly said.
She didn�t look at me when she said it, but there was something mean in her voice that I didn�t understand. If she thought Ian was lying about Les then there was nothing strange about us, and she has no reason not to want to be my friend.
When we reached the driveway, Wally slipped his soggy lollipop stick into the letterbox slot and turned to Tilly. �You can come to the dam with us tomorrow, if you want,� he said, looking at the ground, at Tilly�s feet, which were caked in orange dust.
She smiled and I could see her teeth clashing together. I looked away before she could tell me to stop staring.
���
The next Thursday afternoon Ian came home with Cassie after school. They looked liked they�d just run a race; their faces were red and they kept looking at each other and laughing, but laughing in a strange, nervous way, giggling like girls.
�What�s so funny?� I asked. I was in the yard, but they ignored me and went out into the paddock.
When Cassie got back he wandered around the house before dinner. He wasn�t laughing anymore. I watched him from the couch as he looked in the fridge, in the pantry, and then the fridge again, before coming into the lounge where Wally and I were watching a video.
�What�s wrong with you?� I asked.
�Nothing,� said Cassie.
�You�re being weird,� I said. �Did you and Ian have a fight?�
�Piss off,� Cassie mumbled. He stood there for a moment longer, staring at the screen, before going into the bathroom. He was in there for ages, and when I went to use the loo after him the mirror had fogged up and the wooden walls were sweating. He�d written his name onto the mirror in bubble letters.
We had casserole for dinner, the news on while we ate, and before the first ad had even come on Cassie got up and put his nearly full plate next to the sink.
�Didn�t you like it?� Mum asked.
�I�m not hungry,� Cassie said.
�You should eat your dinner, love,� Mum said. �Look how skinny you are.�
Dad sipped his beer, not taking his eyes off the TV, but I could tell he was paying close attention to Cassie. There was something off about him; something wasn�t right and Dad could tell.
An hour later Cassie came out of his room and went into the bathroom.
I could hear him heaving all the way from the kitchen. I pressed my ear to the bathroom door, scrammed to my room when the toilet flushed. Once he�d gone to bed I went into the toilet. There were bright yellow chunks skimming the water even though I�d heard him flush twice. The whole room smelled like sour cream.
�Are you sick?� I said, going into his room.
�No,� he said.
�There�s spew in the toilet.�
�Wasn�t me,� said Cassie. �It was probably Wally. Probably sick from all those lollies he eats.�
�But I heard you,� I said.
�Just leave us alone, would you?� He chucked a pillow at my head. �Why are you so obsessed with everything I do? You�re so weird sometimes.�
�So you admit it,� I said. �It was you.�
�Just rack off, alright? And shut the door behind you.�
���
I watched Cassie closely the next day. If he wasn�t going to tell me what was wrong, I was going to have to find out myself. I bet that he and Ian had had a fight, and that was why Cassie was acting so strangely. I hoped so, anyway.
Ian didn�t come over that afternoon, and Cassie was still in a sooky mood. As long as Ian had racked off, I didn�t care how sad Cassie was. He could be sad forever, I didn�t care, as long as Ian was gone.
But that night the phone rang. I knew it had something to do with Cassie right away, because Cassie jumped a mile and then slunk off to his room and locked the door.
I pretended to watch TV. When Dad hung up he kept his hand pressed to the phone on the wall for a minute, and then went to the fridge and opened another beer. He sat down at the kitchen table and drank his beer in gulps. When Mum finished her bath, Dad called her name and she shuffled into the kitchen. She was wearing her woolly slippers and the nightie me and Cassie and Wally had given her for her birthday the year before. They spoke quietly to each other and I concentrated hard to hear but the TV was too loud. Mum held one hand to her throat and other towards the fridge, like she was searching for something to grip on to.
Dad called for Cassie. I tried to turn down the volume but Wally snatched the remote from my hand and turned it up even louder. I moved to the couch, peeked over the back.
�What?� Cassie said, stopping in the doorway. His skin looked wet. �What�s wrong?�
Dad took a sip of his beer. �What�s this about you interfering with a girl?�
Cassie froze. �What girl?� he said.
�You know what I�m talking about. What you and your little friend did in the school toilets.�
�We didn�t do anything,� Cassie said. �She�s making it up.�
�Why would anyone make up a thing like that?�
�I don�t know,� Cassie said. �She�s a freak.�
�How do you know what I�m talking about if you didn�t bloody do anything?� Dad stood up. �Get your story straight, for Christ�s sake.�
�Cassie,� Mum said. The muscles in her neck stuck out and I could tell she was about to cry. �They might be going to the police.�
�I didn�t do anything.�
Dad slammed down his beer. �Don�t you lie to your mother.�
�I�m not lying,� said Cassie. �She�s making it up.�
�Do you take us for idiots?� Dad said. �You know it�s a crime, what you�ve done? People have gone to prison for far bloody less. Did you think about that?�
�I didn�t know doing nothing was a crime.�
�Don�t get smart with me,� Dad said. �You need to grow a backbone�you�re weak as piss. Weak as piss and a bloody pervert.�
�I�m not a pervert.�
�Trying to impress your new friend, are you? Is that it?�
�This is bullshit,� Cassie said. �I didn�t do anything. I�m not trying to impress anyone.�
�Jesus Christ, your grandfather would be proud, wouldn�t he?�
Mum strode over to Dad in two steps, slapped him hard on the cheek. I didn�t see it coming and probably got just as much of a fright as Dad. Mum�s hand was shaking, and she reached over and touched Cassie�s arm. �If he said he didn�t do anything, he didn�t do anything,� Mum said to Dad. �It�s just a silly girl making up stories.�
Dad pressed his hand to his cheek, opened and closed his mouth. �Unbelievable,� he said. �You are unbelievable.�
�This is bullshit,� Cassie said again.
�Don�t swear at your mother,� Dad snapped.
�Piss off,� Cassie said.
�What�d you say to me?�
�Nothing.�.
�Go to your room,� Dad said. �I can�t stand the sight of you.�
Cassie stormed to his room, slammed the door so hard it rattled the frame. Dad chucked his empty can into the sink.
�You don�t have to be so hard on him,� Mum said, her arms holding her stomach.
�Jesus Christ, Christine, there�s a girl who�s making a pretty serious accusation.�
Mum stood in front of the sink, turned on the tap. �He wouldn�t do a thing like that.�
�Can you hear yourself?� Dad said. �Did you listen to anything I told you? What the principal said?�
�I know my own son,� Mum said. �I know he wouldn�t do a thing like that.�
�I don�t think you bloody know your children very well at all.�
�He�s just a boy,� Mum said. �I think you forget that sometimes.�
Dad just shook his head.
I went to Cassie�s room but the door was locked again. I slipped a note under the door, asking him what had happened, why he was in trouble. By the time I went to bed he hadn�t slipped anything back.
���
The next morning Dad was dressed in a shirt and tie. He had gel in his hair, which was combed back from his face and slicked over his bald patch, shiny as a tomato.
When Mum had finished washing her hair she came to the kitchen. �Nothing to worry about,� Mum said to Cassie, her wet hair curling like noodles. �Sometimes girls make up nasty things to get attention. It�ll all be cleared up soon.�
Wally padded out of our room, still in his pyjamas. �Why are you all dressed up?� he said to Mum.
�I�m not dressed up,� Mum said.
�Yeah you are,� said Wally. �Look at your face. Are you going somewhere nice? Can I come too?�
�To a meeting at Cassie�s school,� Mum said. �Someone�s told a nasty lie about your brother.�
�What kind of lie?� Wally asked.
�Shut up, Wally,� Cassie said.
�It�s a free country.� Wally opened the pantry to get his Wheaties. �I�m allowed to ask questions.�
�Just a nasty lie,� Mum said.
I wanted to ask Cassie what really happened, but he was still acting weird and I knew he wouldn�t tell me.
Mum stood up and took Cassie�s plate of eggs to the sink. �Comb your hair, Cassie,� she said. �We�ll get a bakery treat after the meeting. Have the rest of the day off, hey?�
Cassie nodded, smoothed down his hair with his palms.
���
I couldn�t wait to get home that afternoon, to find out what had happened at the meeting. I didn�t even go over to Tilly�s to see if she wanted to play. This seemed more important, more interesting. I was dying to know what the secret was, but when I got home everyone acted like nothing had happened. It was as though I�d invented the whole thing in my head.
Dad hardly spoke to Cassie for days. He wasn�t in trouble, but he wasn�t not in trouble either. Every time I asked Dad or Cassie what had happened at the meeting, what the meeting was about in the first place, they would tell me to stop being a busybody. Eventually I just stopped asking altogether.
I kept my ears pricked, though, listening for clues, and I didn�t have to wait long, because on Wednesday Ian�s parents came over. Ian hadn�t been around since the phone call from Cassie�s school. Mum knew they were coming. She wore her brick-coloured lipstick and told Dad to buy a packet of biscuits from the shops.
I don�t think I�d imagined Ian having parents before I saw them standing in the kitchen. Ian�s dad was wearing shiny black shoes and a name badge attached with a magnet to the front of his polo shirt. The skin around his chin was shaved smooth. It made me think of pigskin, tight and pink. Ian�s mum was wearing a pink skirt and a cardigan that matched, gold earrings that looked like wrapped chocolates. I wondered how someone as greasy as Ian could have come from people so clean.
Everyone shook hands and then went into the lounge room while Mum stayed in the kitchen. I sat at the table and watched Mum as she made cups of tea, chewing my pen so that it looked as though I was concentrating hard on my homework.
They talked about boring stuff at first, about how warm it was, and Ian�s dad�s business, and how Mum used to live in Ian�s family�s house on Daley Street when she was a girl. Mum went on and on about how she and Dermott used to dig swimming pools in the backyard, and then how it rained for days one summer and the pool got infested with toads. How their dog ate one of them, poisoned its insides. They gave the dog a funeral and buried it beneath the zigzag wattle.
�If we�d known the house�s history we probably wouldn�t have bought it in the first place,� Ian�s mum said with a half-laugh.
�What history?� Mum asked.
Ian�s parents looked at each other. They must have passed a mental message back and forth, like I did with Wally, because Ian�s dad put down the teacup that looked miniature in his man hands. �Well,� he said, clearing his throat and looking at Ian�s mum, even though he talking to Mum and Dad. �We�re not here for social reasons unfortunately. Best sort out what to do about the boys, we thought.� He cleared his throat again.
�The girl said she was lying,� Mum said. �If that�s what you�re talking about.�
�Now, we know none if it�s true,� Ian�s dad said, holding his hands up. �Ian made that clear. But he�s been having a bit of trouble adjusting to the move, and we think it�s best if we establish some boundaries for the boys.�
�I second that,� said Dad.
�Ian�s had a hard time fitting in at school,� Ian�s dad said. �Maybe if he got the chance to make some new friends��
�Some new friends his own age,� Ian�s mum said, cupping her palm under her jam drop to catch the crumbs. �In his own grade.�
�There�s a year between them,� Mum said. �It�s hardly an age gap.�
�Two years, actually,� Ian�s mum said. �Ian skipped a grade. He was a clever boy, when he was younger.�
�Well, I hardly think Cassie�s stopping Ian from having friends,� Mum said. �And it�s nice that the boys get along so well.�
�You�re right, you�re right,� Ian�s dad said, raising his hands again. �We don�t want to stop them being mates.�
Ian�s mum took a sip of tea and her hand wobbled as she raised it to her mouth. �We just don�t want Ian being led astray.�
�Led astray?� Dad said. �Cassie would never have done a thing like this before your boy came along and started putting ideas in his head.�
�Now hold on a minute,� Ian�s dad said.
�I think we all know why Ian�s taken such an interest in Cassie,� Dad said, �and quite frankly I�ve had a gutful of him coming round here like we live in some sort of zoo.�
�I�d appreciate it if you didn�t raise your voice at me, mate,� Ian�s dad said.
�Oh, piss off, mate,� said Dad.
�For God�s sake, Colin,� Mum said. She sounded furious. �Why can�t you just accept that Cassie�s finally made a friend?�
I didn�t hear any more because Cassie appeared out of nowhere and told me to rack off to my room.
�Shh,� I said, taking my pen out of my mouth.
�Go to your fucking room.� Cassie grabbed the back of my neck and pushed me into the hall from the kitchen. I stood against the wall. My mouth tasted funny. When I looked into the mirror my pen had leaked all over my lips, as though I were dribbling blue blood.
���
On Saturday morning Cassie was already waiting for Ian on the verandah with his backpack. Dad was down at the pub watching the races, which he sometimes did on Saturday mornings when it was quiet. Ian and Cassie hadn�t seen each other for almost a week, not since Dad and Mum had the meeting at school.
�What are you doing today?� I asked Cassie.
Cassie was staring into space. �What?� he said.
�Is Ian coming over?�
�Yeah.�
�So you�re still friends then?�
�Yeah,� Cassie said. �So what?�
�So nothing,� I said. �It was just a question.� I sat down next to Cassie, wrapped my arms around my knees. �I thought Ian�s mum and dad said you can�t be friends anymore.�
�It�s my life,� Cassie said. �I can do what want.�
When Ian came up the driveway Cassie got up without saying goodbye. I watched as they jangled the gate open and headed into the paddock together. I waited until their heads became specks in the distance, then pulled on my boots and went into the paddock after them.
The fog had cleared and the ground was crispy. I could smell the gums and the wheaty grass, dry in my nose. I stamped along the path. Cockatoos squawked from the knobbly gums that jutted from the paddock. I slowed down when I wound to the top of the hill, looking down at the knackery and, beyond that, gushes of mustardy-yellow fields that sprawled to the mountains. Ian and Cassie were slinking around the door, small as dolls. I waited until they went inside before heading down the hill.
I don�t know what I was hoping to see. I�d given up on getting Cassie to stop going to the knackery. I didn�t know how to make anyone do what I wanted. There were too many things I didn�t understand, too many things that people wouldn�t let me in on. It was the feeling of the secret world again, like there was so much I wasn�t allowed to be a part of. When Ian told me about Les I felt like I�d crossed over, but lately everything was going fuzzy again.
The doors were open. Cassie and Ian were on the mattress, their backs pressed against the wall. The collection of bottles had grown and they�d blu-tacked pictures on the walls: patterns done in black and blue biro, and lead-pencil drawings that were all smudgy and shaded in. On the ground around me, spreading out into the paddock, were bronze shards of broken bottles shattered on the rocks.
I got that familiar prickle under my skin, tried to block out what Les had done out here, tried to block out the throb in my head that said it was bad to be anywhere near here, bad for Cassie to be here. I stepped away from the door. There was a crow on the roof, still on the tin, but when I raised my hand it flew away. I waited for something to happen. Cassie and Ian�s voices were a murmur I couldn�t make out, but when they stopped talking I held my breath so they couldn�t hear me. The smell of smoke wafted through the timber. I pressed my ear to the gap in the wall.
�I would�ve been so pissed if I got in shit for it,� Cassie said after a while. �I didn�t even do anything.�
Ian let out a wet snort. �Standing guard is a big job,� he said. �Don�t sell yourself short.�
�Whatever,� Cassie said.
�We got lucky, though,� Ian said. �You must have scared the shit out of her to make her change her story.�
�She was pretty scared of me in the first place,� Cassie said. �Everyone is.�
�Stupid slut,� Ian said. �She was gagging for it.�
My head swam and my legs began to throb. I squatted down on the grass and pressed my palms into the ground to keep my balance. I was still at the edge of something, seeing things through a murky window, and I couldn�t quite make out what was on the other side even though there were shapes and sounds and light. I reached up and with one hand picked furiously at my eyebrow with my fingernails until I could feel the skin swell; a smooth, calm patch when I stroked my finger there. After a minute I stood up, my legs wobbly. A sliver of glass had sliced into my other palm and welled up with crystals of blood right away. I hadn�t even felt it. I wiped my palm against the side of the pink wall, walked back up the hill.

8.

THE NEXT MONDAY AFTER DINNER Cassie told Dad he was quitting school for good.
�Jesus Christ,� said Dad. He started to laugh. �Who�d give you a bloody job?�
�I�m old enough,� Cassie said. �You didn�t finish school so why should I have to?�
�You can do what you bloody well like,� Dad said. �But don�t think for a minute anyone around here is going to give you work.�
Cassie looked down at his plate and took a breath through his nose. �I just don�t think school is for me. I think I�d be more useful in the real world.� I could tell he�d practised what he was going to say, probably wrote it down and rehearsed it in the mirror.
�You know I couldn�t find work for nearly a year after the twins were born?� Dad said. �I had more jobs than I could keep up with until word got out about Les.�
�I know,� Cassie said quietly.
�You know the number of jobs your mother has applied for over the years? Never been given a single interview�not one.�
Cassie seemed to worm inside his skin.
�You know this will upset your mother, don�t you?� Dad said.
Cassie shrugged, didn�t say anything.
�No, you don�t. Because you only think about yourself. Always have.�
�Ian said I could maybe get a job at his dad�s shop.�
Dad nodded slowly, stood up and went to the sink. He picked up a tin cup and filled it with water. �I wouldn�t count on that, mate.�
Cassie sat there for a moment, head down, with his eyes almost closed, like he was trying to remember the rest of his speech. Dad gulped the water. It made a wet, painful sound in his throat as though he was swallowing a goldfish.
���
Cassie didn�t seem to try that hard to find a job. He spent the next days sitting around at home watching TV. Sometimes he�d go and meet Ian after school, or they�d set out to the knackery for a few hours, but most of the time he just slobbed around inside in his trackies. I hated seeing him like that. There was a girl at school, Jocelyn, whose Dad had died the year before. I�d overheard Jocelyn telling her friend that he stopped going to work and lay around all day in bed doing nothing, and then one day her mum came home and he was dead, just like that.
I didn�t want that to happen to Cassie; I needed to figure out some way to make him feel better. One afternoon when Wally and me got home from school he was lying on the couch. I sat down next to him. He moved his legs so I could fit beside him, but stayed staring at the screen.
�Stop watching me,� he said after a while. His face was puffy, a crusty cold sore on his top lip.
�Have you been crying?� I asked.
�No,� he said.
�You have,� I said. �Give me your hand.�
�What? No, Cub. Just piss off, would you.�
I grabbed his hand anyway. His arm went rubbery and he didn�t fight me.
At lunchtime that day I�d watched two girls from grade seven as they ate their lunch in the shelter shed near Wally and me. One of the girls had taken the other girl�s arm and told this story about a snake and a tiger and an ant and an elephant going on a picnic. Every time the girl said the name of an animal in the story, she did something different to the girl�s arm, from the wrist to the elbow crease. She slithered her fingernails along the skin for the snake, pinched for the ant. For the tiger she jabbed her nails along the arm, and when she talked about the elephant she thumped her fist hard along the girl�s skin.
�And then when they got to the picnic, they realised they�d dropped the strawberry jam,� I said to Cassie, running my finger along the soft part of his arm that had turned red as sunburn, red as jam. Cassie looked at his arm and pressed down on the hot skin. He looked at me and smiled but he didn�t offer to do it back to me, which was the whole point.
�You do it back to me now,� I said.
�Nah,� Cassie said.
�It�s easy,� I said, holding out my arm. �Go on.�
�Don�t you have homework or something?�
I took my arm back, turned towards the TV. I tried to think of some other way to put him in a good mood, but I didn�t have any lollies, couldn�t think of any funny jokes. When the news came on Cassie patted me on the shoulder, got up from the couch. He seemed a little bit happier, a little less sick-looking, but when I went to the bathroom later there were bits of spew in the toilet water again.
���
At dinner Dad asked Cassie when he was going to start paying rent. �I�m not paying for your food if you�re sitting around on your arse all day,� Dad said.
�Your dad saw a sign in the bakery window today,� Mum said to Cassie. �Looking for someone on Saturday mornings. Maybe you could pop in tomorrow?�
�I was hoping for something full time,� Cassie said. �So I can save up.�
�Save up for what?� I asked.
�Go overseas,� he said. �Go to Europe, maybe.�
�Why would you do that? Why would you want to go there?� What I really meant was: why would you want to leave us?
No one noticed I�d spoken. �They�ll give you plenty of hours when you show them how hard you can work,� Mum said.
�I thought I�d try the meatworks maybe,� Cassie said, picking at a bit of dirt under his nail.
Dad snorted and then pulled at a bit of gristle between his teeth, set it down at the side of his plate. It looked like a tiny organ from a mouse or a baby bird.
Mum put down her fork and smiled at Cassie like she was talking to an idiot. �You�re not working there, Cass,� she said.
�They hire anyone so it�s easy to get a job,� Cassie said. �And it won�t be for forever. Just until I save up.�
�I don�t want you surrounded by criminals,� Mum said. �They�ll turn you filthy.�
But the next day Dad took Cassie to the big abattoir up north.
�I know a bloke who works there,� Dad said. �Gary Druid. Played footy with his brother. He�s been in and out of prison for half his life. He�ll be able to give you a tour of the place.�
They were hardly gone an hour. When they got home Cassie stormed into the house, the flyscreen bouncing behind him. He�d dressed in one of Dad�s old painting jumpsuits, like he was playing dress-ups, and pulled at the buttons until the top was down and flapped around his waist. At first I thought that he and Dad�d had a fight, but when Dad came inside a minute later he was chuckling.
�I�m not working there,� Cassie said to Dad. �You can�t make me work there.�
�He passed out, can you believe it,� Dad said to Mum. �One sight of a carcass and he was horizontal on the floor.�
���
After a week Cassie still hadn�t found work, hadn�t bothered looking. Mum kept nagging him about the job at the bakery, but by the weekend there was a new girl with a berry-coloured birthmark covering her whole right arm serving at the counter and the sign in the window was gone.
Ian came around the next Friday afternoon, waited on the verandah while Cassie fixed his bike chain in the yard. Dad was already home from work, but Ian and Cassie didn�t seem to care. He was watching the races, and I could hear the commentator through the kitchen window as I sifted through Mum�s vegetable patch. Mum didn�t garden anymore and mostly everything was dead. There was a slug slimed onto a leaf, a green cherry tomato as small as a pea. I walked up the stairs, passed Ian and climbed up on the verandah railing.
I watched Ian from the corner of my eyes. I knew Ian was the reason Cassie was so upset. If it wasn�t for Ian, whatever had happened with that girl in the toilets wouldn�t have happened and Cassie would be fine. I needed to figure out how to make Cassie hate him as much as I hated him.
After a few minutes, Ian looked over at me. �What?� he said, mouth full of chips.
I didn�t say anything, turned to watch Cassie, who was crouched next to his bike.
�I can feel you staring at me,� Ian said. �It�s creepy.�
�I wasn�t staring,� I said.
�Yeah, right.�
I jumped down from the railing and sat on the chair beside him. I sat cross-legged and the soles of my feet were black with dirt.
�What�s wrong with your face?� he asked.
�What?� I said. I hovered my hand in front of my face, trying to hide it. I didn�t want him looking at me too closely.
�Your eyebrow,� he said. �It�s all scabby.�
I shrugged. �I dunno,� I said, felt my cheeks go red.
Now that I was right up close to him I didn�t know what to do; it was like my brain was wrapped in sticky tape and I couldn�t think properly. �Can I have a chip?� I asked, just to say something. He held the chips towards me. When I put my hand into the bag he held my wrist through the foil, trapped my hand in the packet. He pulled on my wrist, yanked me closer to him.
�What do you want?� he asked.
�A chip,� I said. �I just want a chip.�
�No,� he said, �you�re staring at me. I don�t like it.�
�I�m sorry,� I said, trying to make my voice sound soft and nice.
�Stop staring at me, alright?�
I let my hand go limp and didn�t say anything. He was breathing loudly through his mouth and I could smell his bready chip breath, could feel it on my face like a layer of grease. He gripped my wrist tighter, until it began to hurt. He put his hand on my knee, which made my wrist hurt less because all I could think about was his hand touching my skin and what it was doing there. I didn�t move. I looked down at his hand as it squeezed my knee tight. My body froze, my throat closed up. His hand felt greasy like his breath.
Cassie shouted from the lawn. �Finally,� he said, and everything snapped back into place. I pulled my hand out of the chip packet, wiped my fingers on my shorts. Cassie turned his bike the right way up and Ian let go of my knee. I could feel Ian watching my hands and I placed them in my lap and tried to make them look normal and like I didn�t care. My wrist ached and I chewed the inside of my cheek to stop myself from crying. Ian stood up and walked down the steps to Cassie. There was no mark on my wrist or on my knee, but the tips of my fingers were yellow from the chips. I licked them but the yellow didn�t come off. I didn�t know why Ian had done that, why he�d touched me like that, but I knew if I told Cassie he wouldn�t believe me or wouldn�t care. That was the worst bit.
Ian stayed in the yard as Cassie went inside to get his backpack, and then under the house to where Dad kept his extra beer. As they headed off into the paddock I could hear Dad get up from the couch and pad into the bathroom. He left the door open, didn�t flush, and instead of going back to the couch he came out to the verandah. I picked at the railing and pretended to be staring at nothing, but Ian and Cassie were at the paddock fence, unhooking the latch and opening the gate.
Dad was staring at Cassie and Ian, but I recognised the look on his face. Once they were into the paddock he had a long, slow sip before placing his hand on top of my head.
�Where are they going, Cub?� he said, so quiet I almost couldn�t hear him.
I paused. I didn�t care if Cassie thought I was a dobber. I wanted him to get in trouble, wanted Ian to get in trouble. �The knackery,� I said. �They go out there all the time. I�ve seen them.�
Dad nodded slowly. I expected an explosion, but he didn�t get mad then. His hand was light on my head, and I imagined him pressing down and pushing me through the floorboards, to where the things that slipped through the cracks disappeared, to where our cut hair had gathered like a warm blanket in the dirt.
���
By dinnertime Cassie still wasn�t back from the paddock. I knew Dad was furious in his quiet way. He made us wait nearly half an hour before he let us eat. Even though Mum hadn�t dished up a plate for Cassie, Dad got one out of the cupboard, piled it up with sausages and vegies and set it down at Cassie�s place at the table.
I was so hungry I took a nibble of my sausage when I thought Dad wasn�t paying attention.
�Wait for your brother,� Dad said, sliding my plate out of reach.
Mum said he was being silly and started eating anyway, but Dad slammed his hand onto the table and Mum�s wrists jumped. She put her knife and fork back on her plate, clasped her hands under her chin as though praying. By the time Dad let us eat the food had gone cold and Mum had to zap everyone�s plates in the microwave.
After dinner Dad stayed put at the table. He scraped the last of his mash onto his fork, wiped his plate with his finger and licked his finger clean. He scraped back his chair, took the keys from the bench and went out into the yard.
No one noticed him leave, no one but me seemed to notice how angry he was, and I stood in the doorway as he put on his boots and walked down the stairs, got into the truck. As he reversed there was a scraping sound underneath the tyres, and when he reached the gate he left the engine running. Headlights flushed the paddock as he opened the gates. His body was hunched as he dragged the fence forward, surrounded by a wash of golden dust that made him glow like an angel. When the truck was far enough into the paddock that I couldn�t see it or hear it anymore I turned on the verandah light. Cassie�s bike was twisted in the grass.
My plan was working. Soon Ian would be gone and Cassie would be back and everything would stand still for a while. Something big was happening and I was the cause of it. I felt like I was the centre of the universe, like a sparkling, important star.
I sat on the verandah and waited, and after a while Mum came outside looking for Dad. Her hair was wet and clung to her face.
�He�s out there,� I said, pointing forward. I watched Mum�s eyes and they didn�t flicker.
�What�s he doing out there, hey?� she said, rubbing the ends of her hair between the towel. Her voice was a chirp and she spoke as though she wasn�t really after an answer.
�Cassie went out to the knackery with Ian,� I said. I felt a throb of satisfaction pass through me like a current. �Ian�s obsessed with Granddad. That�s the only reason he�s friends with Cassie. They go out to the knackery and do all sorts of weird stuff.�
Mum didn�t reply, but when I looked down her toes were curled like snails over the edge of the stairs.
I closed my eyes, and after a minute I sensed Mum disappear from beside me. I kept my eyes closed, listened for footsteps or the engine rumbling in the distance, for a light to sweep the front of my eyelids like a torch. I was bored and getting nervous. I hadn�t thought it would take this long for Dad to tell Ian to rack off, to bring Cassie home.
I heard it eventually, though, the engine coming in from way out in the paddock. It wasn�t until I was hit by light that I opened my eyes. The truck pulled through the gate. I stood up on the stairs, leaned against the railing. Before the truck had even come to a stop the passenger door flung open and Cassie jumped out. He fell onto his knees and scrambled up, headed back towards the paddock. Before he got very far Dad was out of the truck as well. He grabbed Cassie by the arm, tripping him back down in the dirt.
�You could have killed him!� Cassie screamed.
Dad hadn�t turned off the engine, and the two of them were lit up. Cassie stood up and pushed past Dad to get around him, but Dad slammed Cassie against the bonnet.
�How dare you bloody go out there!� Dad said, shouting as well, with a finger prodding at Cassie�s chest. �How dare you bloody take that boy out there! If you go anywhere near that place again I�ll break both your fucking arms.� Dad turned like he was going to walk away, but then he got right up in Cassie�s face again. �You�re a disgrace, you are,� he said. �Just like your grandfather. You bring shame to this family.�
Cassie went still but he didn�t back down. Even though Cassie was taller than Dad, Dad was much stronger, thick as meat. �You�re no longer welcome in this house, you hear me?� Dad said. �You�re filth. Utter filth.�
Dad turned towards the house, hands on his hips, legs spread wide. He looked up at the verandah, where I was crouched in the shadows, and then slowly walked to the back of the truck. He picked up a shovel from the tray, weighed it in his hands. He tapped the blade in the dirt and then swished it in front of him like a sword. He let out a roar from deep inside his guts and charged towards Cassie. He lifted the shovel over his shoulder and swung.
If Dad hadn�t stopped himself, Cassie would have had his head sliced in two, his brain pulped to mash. But Dad threw the shovel into the grass. It clanged like a bell on a rock. He picked up Cassie�s backpack from the ground and threw it at him, and then leaned into the driver�s seat, grabbed the keys from the ignition. The air went dark, silent, like the end of a movie.
Dad appeared at the bottom of the verandah and came up the steps. He stopped before he reached the door, right beside me. I crouched down tighter and tried to disappear into my skin. I was scared, didn�t want to get in the path of anything. I prayed that Dad hadn�t seen me, but before I knew it he�d unwrapped my arms from around my knees and pulled me up.
�Is Cassie alright?� I asked.
�You�re a good girl, Cub,� he said.
I felt wobbly in my legs, like my muscles were melting. There was blood on his shirt, blood on his knuckles, silvery oil in the dark. He grabbed the back of my neck and steered me inside. I stood in the doorway as he locked the door behind us. He crouched down and untied his laces, and then lined his boots up next to the door.
I didn�t know what to do. I�d never seen Dad this mad before, and could feel a twitch in my throat, like a little mouse pushing at the skin, trying to burrow out. I wandered into my room. I wanted to talk to Wally, but he was asleep, had his pillow over his face like he was trying to suffocate himself. I didn�t know how he could have slept through all that noise and light and yelling. I sat at the side of his bed, pressed my palms against the pillow, but he didn�t wake up. �Wally?� I said. I threw the pillow to the ground and bent my face down next to his to make sure he was still breathing. I could feel dry breath against my cheek. His mouth smelled feral, like something was rotting in there.
I knew something large and terrible had happened but I couldn�t quite feel it yet. I went back into the kitchen. Everyone was in bed and the house was dark. Mum�s rings were next to the sink, and along the benchtop were bloodied tissues, bunched up in tufty balls. I looked out the window. Cassie hadn�t moved from the yard. I could have just unlocked the door, let him in, but I was glad he was stuck out there, glad he was learning his lesson. It served him right. He�d picked up his backpack and gathered the things that had fallen in the dirt. He was just standing there looking towards the paddock, the silver wisps of clouds streaking the navy sky. There was a full moon. Cassie once told me that on the full moon people go mental but I don�t think that�s true. Even though Dad went a bit mental that night, I think people can just go weird for no reason at all�at least, not a reason as stupid as how big the moon is.
���
Cassie was gone the next morning. I went into his room and it looked exactly as it always did, but when I opened a drawer it was nearly empty, except for some ripped undies and an odd sock. I opened his cupboard and took down his tin of marbles, reached my hand in, but the pouch of knuckles wasn�t there. I went to the bathroom. His toothbrush was still in the mug with the others under the sink, its bristles flattened down. There was gritty toothpaste crusted to the handle. I picked it up and pulled off a bristle, poked it into the back of my hand.
We didn�t talk about Cassie all day, and even Wally could tell not to ask Mum and Dad questions. A pang of guilt needled at my chest. I felt sick wondering where Cassie had gone, when he would be back. Whether he was alright. That night Mum left the verandah light on and moths zapped around the bulb. Her face was grey, and the skin around her fingernails was raw-looking, pink as salmon, as though her fingers had been shredded by fish teeth.
���
I was sitting on the verandah on Monday afternoon when Cassie hurried from the paddock and across the yard. Wally and me had gone into town with Tilly for lollies and I�d just had a bath, sweaty from the walk.
�Hi, Cub,� he said. The side of his head had a purple bruise swelling all along the cheek but the rest of his face was pale as eggs.
My chest cracked open. I�d never been so happy to see anyone in my life, but just as quickly I felt a rush of panic, a terrible feeling of how different everything had suddenly become. How the big thing I�d hoped would make everything better had made things much worse.
�Where�ve you been?� I asked.
�Don�t sound so happy to see me,� he said.
�I am,� I said. �I am happy.�
�Get me some food, would you?� He nodded towards the kitchen. �I�m starving.�
�Where�ve you been?�
�I�ll tell you in a sec,� he said. �But I�m real hungry, Cub. Please.�
�Okay,� I said. �What do you want?�
�Anything. Go on, then.� He pushed my knee a bit too hard.
I went inside, took a packet of Saos out of the cupboard and returned to the verandah.
Cassie wolfed down the packet in a minute, hardly even chewed.
�Get me something else,� he said, mouth still full. �And something to drink.�
I went back to the kitchen and smeared some peanut paste on a piece of bread, took a bottle of tomato juice from the fridge.
�What are you doing with that food?� Wally asked from in front of the TV.
�Eating it,� I said.
�You�re going to turn into a blob,� he said. �Like Mrs Raymond.� He looked back to the screen, but a second later he stood up and headed towards the kitchen. �I�m having more too, then,� he said. �If you are.�
�So where�ve you been?� I asked as Cassie folded the bread into his mouth.
He was still on the grass below the verandah, and nodded to the paddock.
�Out there?� I said. �Doing what?�
�Camping,� he said. �I�m on holidays.� He chugged down the tomato juice, licked peanut paste off his knuckle.
�Where�s Ian?� I asked. �Is he out there too?�
�Nah.�
�Where is he?�
�Dunno.�
�What did Dad do to him? His hands were all bloody.�
�Nearly killed him,� Cassie said.
�Yeah, but Ian probably deserved it.�
Cassie took another swig of juice. �Dad�ll turn on you too, just wait,� he said. �He hates that we�ve got Les�s blood in us. Fucking hates it.�
Cassie pulled on his nose, rested his chin on the floorboard next to my feet. �Listen,� he said, lowering his voice. �I need you to get me a few things.�
�What kind of things?� I asked.
�Just things.�
�Why?�
�Just do it, Cub,� he said. �It�s your fault all this has happened. I know you�re the one who told Dad I was out in the knackery.�
�I didn�t.�
�Ian could have died, Cub, and it would have been your fault. You have to help me.�
I knew it was my fault, and I felt shame wash over me, shame that I�d turned on Cassie like that. �I�m sorry,� I said. �I didn�t mean to tell.�
�So you�ll help me?� he said. �You can�t tell anyone. Especially not Dad.�
�Okay.�
�You can�t even tell Wally. He can�t keep a secret like you can. Do you promise?�
I nodded. I would do anything to make it up to Cassie, to get him to like me again. If Cassie thought I couldn�t be trusted, thought I was a fibber like Wally, I would probably die.
�Here,� he said, and he handed me a shiny rock from his backpack. It was metal grey and smooth and cold, like a rock from the moon. I rubbed it under my thumb pad until it started to go warm. It felt like it was full of powers from the ground.
���
Each afternoon for the next week I stuffed food and water into my backpack, snuck out into the paddock. I�d been nicking money from Dad�s wallet, coins mostly, and the secret money that Mum kept in envelopes in one of her shoeboxes. I hoped she wasn�t saving it for something important because I took nearly all of it. Some days Cassie asked me to bring him something special, like his toothbrush or nail clippers, a roll of toilet paper, but mostly it was just water and food and, most importantly, the money.
He�d see me coming down from the top of the hill and walk up to meet me. He smelled rank after a few days, and his cheeks and chin were covered with coppery fuzz. I�d try to talk to him about things, or tell him that he should wait a few more days and then say sorry to Dad and ask if he could come home again, but he�d just pull on his nose and tell me to go back home because Wally would start asking questions if I was gone too long. Sometimes he�d get angry if I tried to stay any longer. If I asked to come and sit outside the knackery with him for a while, he�d tell me to rack off and stop being such a pain, but then he�d make me promise to come back the next day with more food, more money.
A week after Dad kicked Cassie out I was filling up a bottle in the sink when Wally snuck up behind me, asked me where I was going.
�Nowhere,� I said.
�You�re lying. You�ve been sneaking off somewhere.�
�I�m going for a walk.�
�A walk where?�
�Just a walk,� I said. �Now leave me alone.�
�Not till you tell me where you�re going.�
I ignored him and put the bottle in my backpack. He reached for it and tried to yank it from my hand. The strap ripped and everything scattered on the floor, all my school stuff and the leftover party pies from last night�s dinner. A half-bar of soap skidded across the floor and went under the table.
�What�d you do that for, you stupid idiot?� I said, and went to whack him on the side of the head. He tried to duck, but slipped on a soggy pie and fell forward into the table. The side of his head hit the corner, and when he stood up straight he had a gash, swelling pink. He touched his hand to his head, and then looked at the blood smeared on his fingers.
�You dumb slag,� he said, blood trickling into his eyebrow.
�It was an accident,� I said.
�You fat, dumb slag.� He spat the words out, stared at me hard in the face like he meant it. Like he really thought I was a fat slag.
�I didn�t mean to.�
Wally wiped his fingers on a tea towel, sniffed them and wiped them again. �You�re lucky that didn�t get me on the temple,� he said. �If that got me on the temple I�d be dead.�
I picked up the party pies that weren�t squished, put them in my bag and headed out to the paddock. I didn�t have time to worry about Wally; Cassie was waiting for me. Wally followed me outside, watched from the verandah as I went through the gate, a bag of frozen peas pressed to his skull even though he hadn�t even hit his head that hard and there was hardly any blood at all. I didn�t care if he dobbed on me. I decided to stay out in the paddock with Cassie forever. There was room in the knackery, and I could sneak back home and fetch my things when Dad and Wally weren�t home. We could live there together, and Wally would think I�d wandered off and died and then he�d be sorry.
When I got to the top of the hill I couldn�t see Cassie coming up to meet me like usual. He wasn�t waiting in the grass in the shade of the gums either. I walked slowly down the hill, hoping he�d appear from around the side of the knackery so I wouldn�t have to get any closer. Back at the house, staying at the knackery had seemed like a good idea, but when I got close to it I started to feel my insides curling together.
At the bottom of the hill I stopped, called Cassie�s name. No answer. He was probably asleep. I pounded on the wall, hoping he�d wake up so I wouldn�t have to go inside and get him.
�Cassie!� I shouted. �I�m here!�
I went to the door, waited another minute for him to come out. I called again, fiddled with the latch before closing my eyes and pushing the door open.
�Cassie?�
I could smell something metal, the smell of dirty skin. I opened my eyes but there was no Cassie, no sign of him. The only thing left was the mattress, a torn sheet and a mangy pillow streaked the colour of rust. The broken bottles were gone; all the weird things Cassie and Ian had collected, gone. There was a stain on the wall�blood, a pulpy smear of it. It looked like jam, but when I touched my finger to it, it was hard as dry sap.
I stepped outside, shut the door and closed the latch. I headed back to the house. A few steps up the hill I started to feel floppy and my backpack became heavy, wrenching my shoulders from my sockets. I felt a stab of anger at Cassie, at Ian. At Dad for making Cassie leave and at Mum for not caring enough to do anything about it. I crouched down and took the pies out of my backpack. I turned around and threw them at the knackery, one by one. They hit the wall with dull thuds, like punches. The pastry shells slid and fell to the ground. Where the pies had split, the mince slimed out of the pastry, oily brown drips on the pink walls. It gave me a good feeling to see that food muck spewed on the walls, to ruin something. I imagined an army of ants festering over the sparkling piles of jellied mince, rats licking the greasy shells clean. Cassie was gone and I felt something inside me lift.

PART TWO


9.

AFTER A FEW DAYS IT was as though Cassie had never existed. No one spoke about him; no one seemed to wonder where he�d gone, and after not even a week Wally tried to claim Cassie�s room as his own. He started hauling Cassie�s things into the hallway. The junk made a maze on the carpet: soft cardboard boxes, Cassie�s trackies and winter fleeces, his school uniform a crumpled body.
�You can�t just move into someone�s room,� I said, picking up one of Cassie�s school shirts, the tie still attached.
�It�s not like he�s here to use it,� said Wally. �Why should he get his own room when he doesn�t even live here?�
�He still lives here,� I said.
�Well, I�m sick of sharing a room with you,� Wally said, dumping a jumble of shoes onto the carpet. �You smell like fish.�
Wally shuffled in and out of Cassie�s room, emptying drawers onto the floor. I tried to get in his way but he�d just shove me off, so I stared at him harder, until my eyeballs felt like lumps in my head. I sniffed my arm, but I just smelled like skin. I didn�t even like fish.
When Mum came out of her room her face was puffy. She had a cold and the skin around her nose was dry and pink. Since the night Dad found out about Cassie and Ian and the knackery, Mum had turned into a zombie. She hardly spoke to Dad, and Dad skulked around the house in near silence too. The knuckles on his left hand were scabbed lamb chop brown but I knew not to ask.
�What do you think you�re doing?� Mum shouted, yanking Wally�s arm. �You think he�d appreciate you messing up all his things, hey?�
Wally looked as though he didn�t know what he was getting in trouble for, making his brain work hard to try to figure it out.
�Hey?� Mum repeated, shaking his arm, trying to rattle something out of it. Usually Dad was the one who got mad at us. I�d never heard her shout like that before. �You deaf or something?�
Mum let go of Wally�s wrist, fixed her nightie, which had slipped down off her shoulder. She went into the bathroom without shutting the door. I followed her, was drawn to the sound of her voice, which I hadn�t heard for what seemed like ages, something warm pulling me forward.
She sat down on the toilet. The plastic seat squeaked and her undies gathered around her ankles like cuffs. She blew her nose with a square of toilet paper, dropped it into the toilet between her legs.
�I�m sorry,� I said. I felt stung, and for just a moment, everything depended on Mum not getting infected by whatever it was that seemed to be suckling her skin, her brain.
She looked up at me, her eyes dark.
�Please cheer up,� I said. �Cassie will be back soon.�
I had another urge to go to her, curl up on the ground at her feet. But Mum opened her mouth, leaned the back of her head against the wall. �You children,� she said, pointing her finger at me, �have caused me nothing but pain.�
And just like that the magnets reversed. I made my face go blank, backed out of the bathroom.
That afternoon Wally moved Cassie�s things back to where they belonged. The door stayed shut after that.
���
I waited for Cassie to come home. For months I waited. Each afternoon I sat on the verandah, listening for him to trudge up the driveway. I knew it was my fault he was gone. I never should have told Dad that Cassie and Ian were in the knackery, never should have given Cassie all that money. It was exactly how Cassie said it would be; I would do something stupid and Mum would get sick again and the only person to blame for it would be me.
Because Dad and Mum were in their own worlds I was the only one who noticed Wally stopped brushing his teeth. I�d remind him every day, squeeze a strip of toothpaste on his brush and leave it by the sink. I�d try to breathe through my mouth when I went near him, but sometimes that was worse because then I could taste the pong on my tongue like a piece of rotten meat.
When the dental van came to school Wally�s turn went for ages. Most kids took fifteen minutes, but Wally was gone for double that. When he came back to class I went over to him, asked him why he took so long, but he put his head down on the desk and didn�t lift it up until the bell rang.
At home, he pulled a piece of paper from his backpack and stuck it to the fridge. Dad found it after dinner. �What�s this about?� he said, holding up the crumpled paper.
�I don�t know,� Wally said, shrugging.
�Come here,� Dad said. �Open your mouth.�
He moved Wally under the kitchen light and held open his jaw with his hand. �Jesus Christ,� Dad said as he poked his finger around Wally�s spitty gums, shiny as the kidneys Dad ate for breakfast every Sunday. �This is going to cost a bloody fortune.�
I stood on my tiptoes and tried to have a look in as well but Wally pressed his palm into my face and kicked me in the shins.
Before bed Dad stood in the doorway in his boxers, watching Wally brush his teeth.
�It hurts,� Wally said, his mouth frothing.
�Should have thought of that before you left your teeth to rot in your head,� said Dad.
The toothpaste dribbled down Wally�s chin. His eyes started to water and he let out a cat moan from his throat.
�Keep going,� Dad said.
�But it hurts,� Wally said, holding his head back to keep the toothpaste in.
�I don�t bloody care if it hurts.�
Wally�s eyes went dull. He stared right at Dad, opened his mouth wide. The toothpaste dribbled down his shirt and onto the floor. It was streaky pink from his bloody gums. Wally let the toothbrush fall from his fist, clattering on the tiles.
�Little shit,� Dad said. He bopped Wally on the back of the head, but Wally didn�t bother ducking, didn�t seem to care. �Clean that muck up.�
Wally spat the rest of the toothpaste into the sink, licked his teeth like he was licking sores. I crouched down and wiped up the toothpaste with a wad of toilet paper.
When Wally was having a piss I went into our room and found Wally�s teeth in a Ziploc bag underneath his pillow. They were small and gristly as dried-up corn kernels, rattled when I held them close to my ear. I put them back and went to sleep, but the next morning I found them floating in the toilet bowl, the Ziploc bag bobbing on the surface. I scooped the teeth up with the frog catcher, rinsed them in the sink. I wrapped them in a tissue and slipped them into Wally�s special box for him to find when he wasn�t acting so mental.
���
Dad brought the kitten home the next week. We�d never had a pet before. Other than snakes, I didn�t like animals, didn�t like their little legs and ears, like half-humans. They probably thought all sorts of awful things about me, probably said all sorts of terrible things in a secret language I couldn�t understand.
�I used to have a cat,� Dad said. �Trixie, her name was. Soft as a bunny rabbit.� He crouched down and closed his hand into a fist, held it out towards the kitten. She took a few soft steps towards Dad�s fist. Her pink nose was like a boiled lolly, and she bumped it onto Dad�s knuckles. Before she could dart away Dad swept up the kitten and held her to his face. �You�re a sweet little thing, aren�t you?� he said. The kitten chewed his hand with fishbone teeth. I imagined Dad opening his mouth wide and sticking her whole head in there. She was small enough to fit.
�Who�s it for?� I asked.
�For all of you,� Dad said. �For you and Wally and your mother.�
�But why?�
�Can�t I do something nice for my family?� Dad said. �You�re turning into Cassie. Always seeing the bad in things.�
I couldn�t wait to show Tilly the kitten, but something didn�t feel quite right. �You can�t just replace Cassie with an animal,� I said.
Dad ignored me, held the kitten out to Mum. �How about it, Chris?� Dad said. �Something to cheer you up.�
Dad named her Mango, and she liked him the best out of all of us. When Dad watched TV she would knead her paws in his lap before curling up in a little puffball, and at night she slept in the cocoon of his elbow. When he came home from work, Mango recognised Dad�s footsteps coming up the back steps and followed him around the house and yard as he pottered about before dinner.
A few days after Dad brought Mango home he came into our room while me and Wally were in bed. I pretended to be asleep, and he walked over to Wally. He had something bulky in his arms: Mango. He put her down on Wally�s bed, stroked her so she didn�t run away.
�You awake?� Dad half-whispered to Wally.
There was a silence, and then Wally moaned. �Yeah,� he said, his voice croaky with sleep.
�How�re your teeth?�
Wally waited a few seconds before answering. �They�re alright.�
Dad took a step back, turning to the door. �Give Mango a cuddle,� he said, �if they start to hurt.�
At least someone knew how to feel bad about something. At least someone knew to do something good to make up for whatever terrible thing they�d done.
���
Cassie called that weekend, as the sun was dipping behind the mountains, the sky on the horizon orange as an apricot. I didn�t know it at the time, but he�d been calling all afternoon, hanging up when Dad picked up. It was only when Wally answered that he stayed on the line. Wally stared into space, said �okay� over and over until Cassie asked for Mum.
I missed Cassie, but I was surprised by how quickly I�d got used to him being gone. It was like he�d vanished into thin air, and even though Mum was going a bit weird again, everything felt calmer. It was a relief not to have to watch what Cassie did all the time, not to have to worry about what Ian was doing to Cassie. I liked not feeling as if my blood was fizzing under my skin.
I still wanted to talk to Cassie, though. I tugged at the cord, tried to grab the phone from Mum�s hand, but she kept turning her back to me. When she finally said goodbye I stretched the cord into the bathroom and closed the door.
I�d never spoken to Cassie on the phone before. His voice sounded deeper, and I couldn�t tell if that was just the way the phone made him sound or if something inside him had changed. I hardly had a chance to say anything, as he rambled on about where he was staying in town, his new job at the Connolly. He said he sometimes got to call out the winners of the raffle and make sure the milk jug at the tea table was full. He said aside from the dance on Saturday nights people mainly came for the five-dollar lunch special on weekdays, the back room with pokies that you have more luck winning on than at the other pub in town, according to the crusty men he served at the bar.
Cassie stopped talking. I could hear him breathing through the phone.
�We got a cat,� I said. �Mango.�
�What, to replace me?� Cassie said.
�That�s what I said!�
I didn�t know what else to say to him; I didn�t think he�d be interested in anything I�d been doing. I thought of telling him about Wally�s teeth, how his jaw had swelled up like a pumpkin after the second dentist visit when they yanked nearly everything else out.
�He won�t talk to me,� Cassie said. His voice sounded muffled, wool in his throat.
�Who?� I said.
�Ian. He won�t talk to me.�
I didn�t want to think about Ian. It was like he was a disease we�d finally got rid of, and just having him back in my brain might make the germs spread, could make everyone sick again.
�Well, maybe you can make some new friends now,� I said. �Ian wasn�t that great.�
Cassie didn�t say anything.
�I can be your friend,� I said. �If you want.�
But Cassie didn�t say anything to that either.
���
I saw Cassie for the first time a week later, as we were crossing through the park, past the skate ramp where all the scabby dropkicks loafed around in clumps. Tilly pointed him out, and at first I didn�t believe her. Tilly and Wally always said they saw Cassie in all sorts of places�out of car windows, or walking down Main Street�but every time I�d turn around it wouldn�t be him; it would look nothing like him. I knew they were tricking me, that they did it just to get me excited, and they�d laugh when I�d chase after the car or start to run down the street.
Except this time it was him. He was sitting on the grass with his back pressed against a tree, his same chunky boots folded beneath him, flashes of ankle-thin calves, white as icing.
�Let�s go over,� I said.
�No way,� Wally said. �He doesn�t want to see us.�
�He looks different,� said Tilly, wrinkling her nose. �He looks kind of feral.�
�No, he doesn�t,� I said. �He looks fine.�
When Cassie saw us he scrambled up off the grass. If he was so happy to see us, then why hadn�t he made the effort before? He did look different, did look a bit feral. He was even skinnier than when he left, his shirt flapping around him like extra skin.
�How�s Christine?� Cassie asked, wiping his hands on his pants. His fingernails were long and as thin as paper.
�Why�re you calling her that?� I said.
�Well, that�s her name, isn�t it?� said Cassie. �So how is she?�
�She�s alright,� I said, shrugging. I felt shy all of a sudden, had forgotten how to talk to him in a normal way.
�Good,� Cassie said, nodding, distracted. He looked up at the sky, which was creamy, like blue food dye whisked through milk. �Hey,� he said, as though he�d suddenly remembered something important, as though something had dropped from the milky sky and into his brain. He reached into his baggy pockets and pulled out a fistful of Ghost Drops. �Here.� He stuffed them in my hands, his own tongue stained lizard blue.
I looked down at the Ghost Drops. Some of them were just wrappers, the lolly already sucked away. Something about those empty wrappers made me want to cry. �When are you coming home?� I blurted out. �Just tell Dad you�re sorry and he�ll let you come back, I bet. I bet he�s not even that mad anymore.�
Cassie paused. �I work at the Connolly now,� he said, as though that were an answer.
�I know that,� I said. �You already told me on the phone.�
�And I bought a car,� he said. �Got my licence and everything.� Cassie scratched at his neck. A spot of blood appeared but he didn�t notice. �Come down to the Connolly sometime,� he said. �I�ll give you a fizzy drink, on the house.�
I looked over at Wally, who was staring at the dropkicks. He hadn�t said anything the whole time.
�Have you talked to Ian?� I asked.
�Nah,� Cassie said. �You were right. He�s not a good guy.�
�So come home then,� I said.
�I�m free now,� Cassie said. �Don�t have the brute breathing down my neck every minute.�
�What about Mum?� I asked.
�What about her? You said she was fine.�
�Well, she�s not fine,� I said.
�What do you mean?�
I didn�t want to remind him that what he predicted had come true; that Mum was going bad because of my digging around, because of my dobbing. If I�d just left things as they were then everyone would be happy. I tried to change the subject. �You could come for a visit,� I said. �Come and see Mango. I hate cats but I like this one.�
Cassie looked over his shoulder. The dropkicks were huddled in a circle, like cattle. They didn�t seem to realise he�d left.
���
It was hard to notice at first. Mum seemed to get skinnier, more wispy-looking. One afternoon I was watching TV for nearly ten minutes and didn�t even realise she�d been sitting there on the couch behind me the whole time. But while Mum got quieter, Dad got louder. A few days after we saw Cassie in the park Dad stormed inside after work, stomping out of his splotchy boots, kicking one hard against the wall. He went straight to the fridge for a beer, grey socks bunched around his ankles in elephant wrinkles, and clattered the bottle top in the sink, a warning bell. I was doing my homework and he didn�t seem to see me at the table.
�Tea not on then?� Dad called out.
�Not yet,� Mum said from the couch, her voice slow and flat, as though speaking was too much effort.
�Hey?� Dad said.
�I said I haven�t planned anything.�
�Well, are you bloody going to?�
Mum got up�blanket wrapped around her shoulders�and padded into the kitchen. She took a loaf of bread from the freezer and tossed it on the bench. �Make a toastie if you�re hungry,� she said, heading back to the couch. �You�re a grown man; surely you can manage to make yourself a sandwich.�
Dad grabbed the bread bag. �What bloody use are you if can�t even sort yourself out to prepare a meal?� he barked. �Sitting around on your arse all day while I slave away to put food on the table.�
Mum didn�t even look up. �No use, Colin,� she said, not worrying about winding Dad up even more, not worrying about anything. �No use at all.�
I stayed quiet, tried to stay out of the way. Without Cassie here, it was as though Dad�s anger was pinging every way possible, and you never knew when it might land on you.
Dad stood with his hands on his hips. Picked up the bread and put it down again. He went over to the couch, pressed his hand on Mum�s shoulder. �Sorry, love,� he said. �I just can�t help it.�
Mum grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. Her voice cut through the drone. �Well, neither can I.�
���
The next day Dad came out of the shower smelling like Minties. Wally and I had just come in from the dam, and we dumped our grainy towels on the verandah. Warm light shone in through the window and we drank water straight from the tap. Dad took a beer out of the fridge. His hair was wet and combed back with gel, and he had his dress pants on, tips of his unbuckled belt flapping.
�Get dressed, you lot,� Dad said.
�Why?� Wally said.
�We�re going out for tea.�
�The Chinese?� Wally said, eyes widening.
�To the pub,� Dad said.
�Why?�
�Do I need a reason to take my family out for a nice meal?�
Wally and I scrambled to get changed. We dressed in our good clothes and raced into the kitchen, didn�t even care that they fit weirdly, didn�t care they made us look like big dorks. Mum was sitting at the table. She was drinking a glass of yellow wine and wearing a shirt with white lace around the neck. She had strips of rag bowed in her hair, her brick-coloured lipstick on.
�You smell real nice,� I said to Mum, my insides unwinding like rope for the first time in ages. We would see Cassie at the Connolly, and he would say sorry to Dad and Dad would forgive him and then Cassie would come back. He could be back home tomorrow, if everything went well. It all seemed so easy.
On the drive Dad told us he and Mum had their wedding reception in one of the function rooms at the Connolly, used to go there every Saturday for tea after they got married. �Maybe we can start the tradition again,� he said, squeezing Mum�s thigh.
�That�d be nice,� Mum said. �What do you two reckon?� She turned around to face us. Her gold bag was resting in her lap. The material was like fish scales and she grasped the strap hard. She never asked us what we thought. Wally bounced in his seat. It looked as though his face was about to burst open like a ripe piece of fruit.
When we got inside we all peered over at the bar. Cassie wasn�t there but it didn�t even matter. �Must have the night off,� Mum said.
We sat at a table in the corner while Dad ordered our meals at the counter.
�Well, this is nice,� Mum said, craning her neck to look at what was going on behind her. There were dozens of people already sprawled around tables, talking and laughing, with paper baskets of pale yellow chips, icy colas sweating on the plastic tablecloths. It was like a party; families mostly, and younger kids I recognised from school. Babies strapped into high chairs, and old men with fat guts milling around with pots of beer glued to their hands. Along the walls were the daily specials, and signed footy jerseys in frames. Grey pieces of chewed gum wormed into the carpet like birthmarks.
The smell of smoke and stale beer made my insides feel warm as a bath. I felt like we were a normal family, going out for dinner, as though we did this every weekend.
�Hasn�t changed a bit,� Mum said.
When Dad came back with drinks Mum picked up her purse. �Might go have a flutter,� she said, pushing back her chair. She took her wineglass and disappeared into the pokies section.
Dad stayed where he was, drinking his beer and watching the footy game playing on a TV next to the bar.
I felt giddy. �Do you think Mum�s going to win?� I asked.
�Hey?� said Dad, distracted.
�On the pokies?�
�Don�t know, mate.�
�Can I have some money, so I can play too?�
�You�re too young for that,� he said.
�No, I�m not.�
�You have to be of age,� Dad said. �It�s the law.�
I tapped the face of Dad�s watch to hear the click, dragged my finger through a puddle of condensation on the table. I could tell I was annoying him but I couldn�t keep still.
�Why don�t you go play in the games room?� Dad said, not looking away from the screen. �With the other kids.�
I looked towards the room across from the pokies. There were kids spewing out of it, their voices shrieking through the door. There must have been a ball pit because there were pocked, coloured balls knocking around the entrance. I knew already it would be full of kids from school and there was no way I wanted to play with them.
�Nah,� I said, chewing on my straw. �Looks pretty crowded.�
When Mum came back she had a big grin on her face, teeth sparkling like cough drops.
�Look,� she said, fanning out a wad of twenties.
After we�d eaten Wally went to the loo. He�d ordered nuggets and was shifting the leftovers from his pockets into paper towels to save for later. The staff had started to push the tables against the walls in the dining area, stack the chairs, and had turned on the red and green and yellow disco lights on the wall by the mounted Keno TVs. Adults swarmed against the bar, loud and squawky as galahs. Some were already swaying to the song that played over the speakers even though the fluorescent lights were still switched on. We stood by the toilets, pressed against the wall.
�Let�s stay for a bit,� Mum said to Dad, raising her voice over the music. �Spend my winnings.�
�You sure about that, Christine?� Dad said.
Mum gave me twenty dollars from her purse to go and buy chocolates from the vending machine. She took hold of Dad�s arm and moved to the centre of the room.
When Wally came out of the bathroom he leaned against the wall next to me. �What are they doing?� he said.
�What does it look like?�
I wanted him to shut up so I could enjoy it. The lights had dimmed and the coloured globes twinkled on the walls like stars. Mum and Dad were looking at each other, grinning and shuffling back and forth with their hands up around their middles like stiff kangaroo claws. When the song changed Mum threw up her hands and clapped them together. Dad pressed his face into her hair as though he was smelling it, and then twirled her around. I felt like I was seeing things in slow motion. Mum looked beautiful, shimmery from the sweat on her forehead and the disco lights as her skirt swished around her knees. I forgot about the twenty-dollar note in my hand. I forgot about everything.
But it didn�t last long. After another minute a woman appeared next to Mum. She had a squashed face, was holding a full pot of beer in her fist even though no one else had drinks on the dance floor. She wasn�t dancing, though. Flailing arms bumped her back, sloshing golden beer over the sides of her glass. She didn�t seem to care about losing her drink. I watched Mum turn to her and smile. She didn�t stop dancing, but maybe she should have, because without saying a word the woman wrinkled her mouth into a prune and spat right in her face. Mum�s arms fell to her sides, her smile collapsing like half-cooked cake. She touched her hand to her face and then looked at her fingers.
The circle around Mum and Dad seemed to swell bigger and bigger, until I couldn�t see them anymore. After a minute Mum appeared from the crowd. She passed Wally and me by the wall and went straight to the exit, bag clutched to her stomach, as though the gold metal was protecting her guts like armour. I avoided Wally�s eye and we followed Dad out to the car park, got into the back seat without a word.
�Why�d that woman spit on you?� Wally asked, as Dad swung onto the street.
�Shut up, Wally,� I said between my teeth. Even though I wanted to know as well, I knew this would be one of those things we�d all ignore. Another thing we weren�t allowed to talk about.
Dad switched on the radio to a talkback station, turned it up loud.
As we pulled onto the highway Mum took the envelope from her bag, counted her money, licking the tip of her finger with the tip of her tongue. I hoped the money would make her forget about the woman, hoped the one good thing would erase all the bad things. Wally pulled a greasy paper towel out of his pocket and ate nuggets on the back seat. When we reached the turn-off Wally leaned down and had a quiet spew between his feet. No one heard him but me.
When Dad stopped the car Mum went to unbuckle her seatbelt, but Dad grabbed her fingers, wouldn�t let her get out. �Go inside,� he said to Wally and me. �I need to talk to your mother.�
�But the house is locked.�
He took the keys out of the ignition, handed them to me. He hadn�t let go of Mum�s hand.
Wally took the keys from me and we went up to the house. Wally went inside but I stayed on the verandah, watching the car. After a minute Mum got out, came up to the verandah. Dad followed right behind her. No one was crying, no one was angry, and I knew Dad must have sorted it out, said something to make Mum feel better. Mum was clutching the gold purse tight to her chest again and they went inside without looking at me, went inside without a word.
���
All week Wally and I talked about going to the pub again. We decided what we were going to order: schnitzel instead of nuggets; lemon, lime and bitters instead of post-mix cola. We agreed to go into the games room, just to see what it was like. I made Wally pinkie promise so he wouldn�t chicken out at the last minute.
It felt good to have something to look forward to. I tried to forget about last Saturday. If I put it out of my mind it was like it didn�t happen. Maybe Mum would forget about it too, and we would go to the Connolly every Saturday like normal people and have fun and no one would look at us funny or spit in our faces.
We went to the dam on Saturday afternoon, and as we were scrambling out of the water Tilly asked if she could come over and see Mango.
�Nah,� Wally said. �We�re going to the Connolly.� He draped the towel over his shoulders, lips pale and blue as chalk. �We went there last week.�
�You�ve told me about a hundred times already,� Tilly said.
�You�re just jealous that you don�t get to go out for tea.�
�Did you see Cassie last time?� Tilly asked.
�No,� I said, slipping on my scuffs, tops of my feet burned pink. �But he�ll probably be there tonight.�
�Mum and me used to go out all the time before we moved here. Mum hates cooking. She says it�s for housewives.�
�Well, it�s family only,� Wally said, �so you�re not invited.�
I�d been worried that Tilly was starting to like Wally more than me, so I tried to hide my smile. Sometimes I wished it could just be Tilly and me together, but Wally would never let that happen, even though he only liked Tilly a tiny bit more than what he had at the start.
�I didn�t ask to be invited,� Tilly said.
�Well, good.�
Tilly wrapped her towel around her waist, scratched her calf with her toenails. Her nose was sunburned too, pink as an Iced VoVo. �Tell Cassie I said hello. If you see him.�
Back at home we got dressed over our togs. We brushed our hair and our teeth, then sat on the verandah and waited for Dad to come outside with the car keys and his good shirt on, hair slick as Vaseline, for Mum to put her lipstick on, the smell of lavender to steam from the bathroom.
�Where are they?� Wally asked, pulling on his socks. There were holes in the toes, as though they�d been chewed through.
I went inside to see. Dad was in the lounge room, drinking a beer on the couch. He was in a skivvy, wasn�t even dressed yet. �Where�s Mum?� I asked.
Dad paused. �She�s crook.�
I started to get anxious. By this time last week Mum and Dad were ready to go. If we didn�t leave soon we might not get a table or they might run out of schnitzels.
�What are you doing?� I asked. I looked at the clock on the microwave. The numbers glowed green. It was nearly six. Dad turned up the volume; a race was about to begin, the greyhounds packed into the starting box. A crack sounded and I watched the dogs bolt onto the track. The stuffed rabbit whizzed around the course, grey and soggy-looking. Dad yelped and leaned towards the screen, hands grasping the air.
�Get me another, would you?� he said when the race finished, holding up his empty can.
I went into the kitchen. The sun exploded through the tropical-printed curtains that hung over the windows and made the walls underwater green. I saw the packet of sausages defrosting on the bench, the potatoes washed and peeled in the sink. Dinner. I felt my face grow warm, pulled a hair from my eyebrow to stop myself from crying. Outside, the whole paddock was golden, the sun sinking into a grassy haze. I stared at the sun until my eyes began to prickle.
�What�s taking you so long?� Dad called from the lounge room. I heard the floorboards creak as he stood up and lumbered into the kitchen. I grabbed one of the slimy potato bulbs and rolled it on the table.
�I don�t want sausages,� I said to Dad.
�Well, that�s what we�re having,� Dad said, opening the fridge.
�I hate sausages.�
�That�s news to me.�
My face burned and my eyes went blurry. My throat felt as though it was growing mould.
�Christ�s sake,� Dad said. �What�s wrong with you now?�
�Nothing,� I said.
�Always bloody sooking, you lot are.�
I wiped my eyes on my sleeves and went to find Mum. She was under the covers, even though it was still light outside.
�Why aren�t you ready yet?�
�Ready for what?� Mum said.
�For dinner,� I said. �Last week you said we were going to the Connolly every Saturday from now on until forever. You promised. Wally and me are ready. Why aren�t you?�
�I promised no such thing.�
I pulled the cover off her. �Yes, you did. Now go get ready.�
�Not now, Cub. I have a headache.�
�Have some water then.�
She pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes. �Stop going on at me.�
I felt my knuckles tighten. I didn�t understand why she couldn�t see how important this was. �You�re always ruining everything,� I said.
�Just what am I ruining, then? Hey?�
�Why can�t you be a normal mum? Why can�t you take us places and drive us to school and make our lunch? It�s because of you that no one at school likes us. Everyone thinks we�re weird.�
Mum didn�t say anything. I waited for her to yell at me, but she didn�t. She just pulled the covers up to her chin and lay there. Like she didn�t care at all.
�No wonder Cassie hated living here. He hated living with you.� I felt a twinkle of nerves go up my arms but, still, she just lay there like a log. I kept going, couldn�t stop myself. �No wonder that woman spat on you. You deserved it. If I were her I would�ve spat on you too.�
I didn�t wait for a reaction, just ran into our room and flopped on my bed. I took off my good clothes so that I was just in my togs. They were still damp and made me feel slippery, like I was coated in seaweed. Wally was on his bed, back in his normal clothes. He must have figured it out already.
�Why are you crying?� he asked.
�I�m not crying.� I bunched my fists and punched them into the quilt.
�Yes, you are.� Wally�s lip twitched up, just a fraction, as though things were ticking over in his brain.
After a while Dad called out that dinner was ready.
The smell of sausages frying on the stove made me starving, but I stayed in my room all night.
���
I didn�t talk to Mum for the rest of the weekend, which wasn�t hard because she barely left her room, but on Monday when we got home from school, I could tell something was different as soon as Wally and me put our bikes under the house. The radio was on and Mum was fussing about in the kitchen, doing the washing-up that had piled high in the sink like towers. Her hair was helmeted to her head but she�d scraped it off her face and into a rubber band. I ignored her, walked down the hallway. Cassie�s bedroom door was wide open.
No one had been in there for months, and I could smell the staleness of it when I got to the door. Cassie was sitting at the end of his mattress, his sheet in a twisted ball beside him. Mould crept up the walls like grey bruises, dust bunnies fluffing under the bed in wisps.
I�d been in a bad mood all weekend but I felt it slip away. �You�re back,� I said.
�Yep,� Cassie said.
�For good?�
Cassie shrugged, turned his back to me. He didn�t seem happy to see me, not like at the park. I stood in the doorway while Cassie riffled through his rubbish bags and started putting things away. I took his place on his mattress as he went through his cupboard, taking out old shirts, sniffing them and then trying them on before folding them neatly back in their spots. I couldn�t take my eyes off him. He�d got even skinnier, his collarbones jutting. He laid his work uniforms on the mattress and smoothed out the lint-covered pants. He hung the pants and shirts in the cupboard, took his work shoes out of a plastic bag and lined them up next to the door. He took out a tin of shoe polish and a scrubbing brush with tarry black bristles, placed them both in a drawer.
���
Dad thought Mum would be less sad if Cassie came home. That�s what Cassie said, anyway. He said that on Sunday Dad was waiting for him in the car park when he finished work, said he�d give him one hundred dollars if he came home. And Mum was happier, for a little while at least. She wanted to have something special for dinner to celebrate and, even though it was a Monday night, Dad and Wally drove into town and got takeaway from the Chinese. Dad brought us back a pair of wooden chopsticks each, wrapped in stiff white paper. We all used forks, though, except for Dad. All through dinner he fumbled with his chopsticks, trying to scoop up fried rice that would fall back onto the plate or shoot onto the tablecloth. We were all done long before he�d finished.
�Just enjoying my meal,� Dad said, sticks scratching the bottom of his plate like fingernails. �Savouring the taste.� When he went to eat the glossy pieces of honey chicken he stabbed them through their dripping middles, using the chopstick as a spear.
After dinner we all read out our fortune cookies and everyone�s fortunes were lucky. Only good, golden things ahead. I collected the thin strips of waxy paper everyone left scattered on the table and put them in an empty marmalade jar. I put that on the windowsill between our beds: a good luck charm.
���
For that first week everyone hung around Cassie as though he was a prince. When Cassie was at work Wally slipped into his room and left lollies on his pillow. Mum kept asking him questions about his job and who he�d been working with, where he�d been living and who he�d been living with. She acted like he�d just been on some long holiday somewhere doing something exotic instead of being a few kilometres down the road, where she could have gone and talked to him at any time if she�d really wanted to. But I knew Mum would never go into town alone, not even for Cassie.
I felt like we�d gone back in time. Like everything with Ian was a rotten dream and we�d all woken up at the same time. I liked just sitting there and looking at Cassie as he ate biscuits over the sink or watched TV. Whenever he caught me staring he�d smile and go back to whatever he was doing, never acted bothered that I kept doing it. He never called me weird for staring, not like Wally. He looked different from before, something I couldn�t put my finger on. I probably spent hours those first few weeks, just watching him and trying to figure out what the different thing was.

10.

WHILE CASSIE WAS AWAY HELENA had got a job as a receptionist at O�Neill�s Real Estate on Main Street. Every morning she drove Tilly all the way to school before going to work, and picked her up at the end of the day. One morning when Wally and me went to leave for school Helena and Tilly were still in their car next to the clothesline. As we wheeled our bikes towards the driveway Helena opened the car door and came over. She smoothed down her skirt, waved at us like she was trying to get our attention, even though it was pretty obvious we�d been staring at her the whole time.
�Is your dad here?� Helena asked. �Or your mum?�
�No,� Wally said, clicking his gears, even though Mum was right inside.
Helena looked to the road and then back at her car. �Shit,� she said, pressing her palm to her forehead. �Shit, shit, shit.�
The flyscreen opened and Cassie came onto the verandah. He must have been watching from his window.
�Piece of shit car won�t start,� Helena said, looking up at Cassie. He held onto the post above his head and his ribs poked though his skin like ladder rungs.
�What�s wrong with it?� Cassie asked.
�I don�t know,� said Helena. �I don�t know a thing about cars.�
Cassie took a sip of tomato juice, placed his glass on the railing. �I can drive you,� he said, �if you want.�
Helena smiled, clasped her fists together. �Lifesaver,� she said. �And Tilly as well? I know it�s far, but I can pay you.�
�I�m heading out that way anyway,� Cassie said, even though he didn�t start work until dinnertime and usually sat around all day doing nothing, had no reason to go anywhere. �Just let me get my keys.�
Tilly had moved to the yellow house steps and Helena waved her over. Her school bag was strapped to her back like a turtle shell, shiny pins attached to her collar.
When Cassie came back he�d put on a t-shirt and his boots. He lit a smoke, and peeled the tarp from his car. The tarp was weighted to the ground with bricks. He stacked the bricks against the fence and folded the tarp onto the grass, taking his time. He licked his finger and rubbed a smudge on the car roof.
�Hop in,� Cassie said finally, opening the back and passenger doors.
Tilly stared at the ground as she headed towards the car. �Hi, Cassie,� she mumbled as she got into the back seat.
Once they were down the driveway Wally knocked up his kickstand and threw his leg over the seat. He rode over the tarp that had unfolded and was blowing around the yard. �We should have asked for a lift as well,� I said as Cassie pulled into the street. Wally�s skin was lit up blue, like a Smurf. There was a wind and the tarp rose into the air, slow as a cloud, and then sailed down again, swallowing Wally behind the plastic.
���
That Friday Mum and Dad drove to the city for the funeral of one of Dad�s cousins. They hardly ever went into the city, hardly ever went that far out of town, except when Dad had a job in a town nearby, which were easier for him to get than around here, where people would rather paint their own houses instead of having Dad do it. Cassie told me that Les and Dad used to paint all the houses and buildings in town. They had a business together and Cassie would peel the dried paint from the hairs on their arms and legs. But no one wanted their houses painted by Dad anymore.
�It�ll be like a little holiday,� Mum said, as she wiped out her toiletries bag with toilet paper. She�d lined up all her things next to the sink�her toothbrush and roll-on deodorant, a small gold can of hairspray�and now she arranged them into the puffy pink bag. Dad put his hand on Mum�s shoulder and smiled, a sad smile, and I couldn�t tell if he was sad about having a dead cousin or sad about Mum thinking that going to a funeral would be a holiday.
Tilly came over after school. She hung around the kitchen while Cassie cooked our dinner, Mango whipping around her legs. She stirred the spaghetti for him, got out the bowls from the cupboard. I sat at the table and pretended to do my homework. I wasn�t quite used to Cassie and the different thing. I watched him, looking for clues.
�Thanks for driving me to school the other day,� Tilly said.
�No worries,� Cassie said.
�Mum said you saved her life.�
�I wouldn�t go that far.�
Tilly lifted out a strand of spaghetti from the pan, nibbled off the end. �Did you cook?� Tilly asked. �When you moved out?�
I wondered why Tilly was asking Cassie so many questions.
�Nah,� Cassie said. �Takeaways mostly.�
�Who�d you live with?�
�A guy who works at the pub,� said Cassie. �The one who got me the job.�
�I can�t wait to move out. I can�t wait till I�m eighteen so I can drive and do whatever I want.�
�It�s alright,� Cassie said. �Not as good as being a real little kid, though.�
�Are you glad to be back?� Tilly asked.
�Mostly.�
�I�m glad you�re back,� Tilly said. �Mum too.� There was a pen stain on the pocket of her chequered school shirt, like a tiny blue swimming pool against her chest.
�Did she say that?� Cassie asked. The foam had started to rise above the pot. Cassie turned off the gas.
�Yeah,� Tilly said. �She said you remind her of someone from home.�
�Who?�
�Dad maybe,� she said. �You kind of look like him.�
�Really?� Cassie said. �Mum�s never told me that.� He smiled, picked up the jar of bottled sauce. He twisted the top, his knuckles turning white.
���
It was still light outside when Ian came up the driveway. We were on the verandah playing Uno. Mango was stretched on her back on the floorboards, Tilly rubbing her belly, but she darted inside when Ian parked next to the clothesline, slammed the car door shut. He strode across the yard like it was something he did every day, like he�d gone back in time, was coming home. He was wearing jeans, and a work shirt tucked into his belt. His face looked fatter than what I remembered, as though he had somehow sucked away all of Cassie�s fat and sewn it into himself, left Cassie with none.
My stomach dropped. �What�s he doing here?� I said to Cassie under my breath. �I thought you weren�t friends anymore.�
Cassie ignored me.
When Ian reached the verandah he climbed the stairs two at a time. �G�day,� he said. He still had his shorn head, and the hole in the side of his mouth when his lips curled back into a smile. Cassie stood up and they slapped their hands together. Ian pulled up a chair that was upturned near the stairs and sat down with his legs spread wide, hands on his knees. His nails were trimmed to moon slivers.
It was as though Ian didn�t even notice the three of us kids were there, like we were garden gnomes. As Ian talked Cassie nodded along, holding his hands in his lap. I tried to catch Cassie�s eye but he wouldn�t catch mine. I watched Ian�s mouth as he spoke. His lips were red as a cheerio and made a wet sound when he said certain words.
�This old idiot tried to return a CD player, right?� Ian said. �Didn�t even have a receipt.�
�What�d you do?� Cassie said.
�Told him to bugger off,� Ian said. �Thought he was gonna have a fit. Or piss himself.�
He kept talking at Cassie, ignoring the rest of us, but then his head quickly turned and he was looking right at me. I didn�t have a chance to look away.
Ian paused, smiled. �How�s little Cub been?� he said. �Still up to your creepy ways?�
�Leave her alone,� Cassie said.
�Just kidding,� Ian said, squatting up from the chair and reaching into his back pocket. He pulled out a lighter and a pack of smokes.
Cassie went to the kitchen. Ian leaned back in his chair, smiling and blowing smoke towards us. I don�t know why I didn�t just get up and go inside. There was nothing keeping me there. I didn�t want him talking to Cassie but it was like I couldn�t look away. I was trying to work out how Ian and Cassie fit together. Why he kept coming back.
Cassie came through the flyscreen, handed Ian a beer.
�Cheers, mate,� Ian said. He dangled his smoke in his fingers and chugged the beer down. �Reckon Dad�ll give me the assistant manager job soon, now that Stevo�s gone back to Brisbane.�
�Yeah?� Cassie said.
�He wants me to go back to school, though. No fucking way.�
�Shit,� Cassie said, shaking his head.
�I�ll tell you what, there�s no way I�m going to be told what to do by a pack of knobs who don�t know shit about the real world. Fucking pansies, the lot of them.�
They drank their beers quickly, and when Cassie went to use the loo, Ian turned to Tilly. �I remember you,� he said.
�Hi,� Tilly said.
�You look different from last time.�
Tilly�s arms wrapped around her chest. �Different how?�
�You look older.�
�Well, I am older.�
Ian laughed, snorted. �This one has a sense of humour, Cubby,� Ian said, jabbing his finger towards Tilly. �You could learn a few things from this one.�
I saw something flicker at the edge of the fence but nothing appeared from the grass. Cassie came back onto the verandah. He and Ian looked out to the paddock, sipped their beers at exactly the same time, like a mirror reflection. �Gotta go,� Ian said, skolling the last of his beer, lobbing it into the yard. �Dad wants his car back, and I�m meeting Chantelle at the servo at seven.�
�Chantelle, hey?� Cassie said.
Ian winked at Cassie and then stood up. �Get off your arse and give me a cuddle,� he said, grabbing Cassie�s shirtsleeve and yanking him up with him. Cassie stood stiff as Ian pulled him into a hug, his hand resting on the top of Cassie�s head. �I�ve missed you, mate,� Ian said into Cassie�s ear. �Really missed you. I�m glad we�ve sorted shit out.�
�Yeah,� said Cassie. He waited until Ian let go and then took a step back. �Yeah, me too.�
�What�s wrong?� Ian said.
Cassie glanced towards us. �Nothing.�
�They don�t know what we�re talking about,� Ian said. �Look at their faces. You don�t know what we�re talking about, do you?�
I stared at my feet. I didn�t know what they were talking about, and for the first time I didn�t care. I wasn�t angry at Cassie, just tired. I didn�t understand why he let Ian come round even after he�d realised what an egg he was. If Cassie was stupid enough to want to be friends with an egg then that was his problem.
Ian thumped down the stairs and crossed the yard, stopped near the clothesline and pissed into the bushes, even though he was in plain view of all of us. I bet he wanted us to see. He got into his car, reversed towards the paddock and swung the car around, beeping his horn as he vanished down the driveway.
���
Cassie started picking Tilly up from school every afternoon. Helena paid him when she remembered, when she had the money. Cassie never asked for it though, and sometimes Helena went for weeks without giving him anything. But Cassie didn�t care. He said he had nothing else to do, and that Tilly had told him she was having a hard time making friends because she was the only ginger at her school and that we should all try and be nicer to her.
I hated that Tilly was spending all that time alone with Cassie. I hardly ever saw either of them since he�d been back. Some afternoons they�d pull into the driveway sucking on slushies they�d got from the servo on the drive home. One afternoon Tilly and Cassie didn�t get home until late. Cassie didn�t tell me what they�d been doing even though I tried to bug it out of him, but the next day Tilly told us that she and Cassie had driven by the Clarks to see Ian. They drove Ian home, and Cassie showed Tilly where Dermott and Mum�s room had been, where they buried their dog in the yard after it ate a toad.
When I asked Tilly what the house looked like on the inside she said everything was neat and tidy, like a hospital. When she went to use the toilet she�d opened the cabinet under the sink, and it was full of boxes of tissues, dozens of them.
�Ian�s not that bad,� Tilly said, winding up her yoyo. �I don�t know why you hate him so much.�
I didn�t understand how he had slurped Tilly in too, and so quickly. �I don�t hate him,� I said.
�You do too,� Tilly said. �Ian told me your whole family hates him. Everyone except Cassie.�
�What would you know?� I said. �You�ve hardly ever spoken to him. You don�t know him.�
Even after all this time I still wanted Tilly to like me the best. Or at least, I didn�t want her to like anyone else more than she liked me. Especially not Cassie. Especially not Ian.
�What did you talk about then?� I asked.
�What?� Tilly said. �To Ian?�
�Yeah.�
�I dunno,� Tilly said. �Lots of stuff. He�s really interesting. Both of them are. Maybe if you were older they�d let you hang out with them too.�
�You�re only eight months older than us,� I said. I wrapped the string of my yoyo around my finger until the tip was fat as a thimble.
Wally came into the kitchen. He must have been listening from the couch. �He doesn�t even like you.�
�Who?� said Tilly, her yoyo smacking the lino.
�Cassie,� Wally said. �He�s only picking you up because your mum�s paying him.�
Tilly threaded her finger through the hole in the string and held the yoyo in her palm. �I know that,� she said. �I�m not dumb.�
�Don�t think for a minute it�s because he likes you.�
I sent Wally a brain message, a little glow of love. I tried not to let Tilly see the smirk on my face.
���
On the afternoon of Tilly�s birthday I got out my pencil tin and made her a card. I�d been thinking about what Cassie had said, about Tilly not having any friends at school. If she still hadn�t made friends then she never would. I still had a chance to sneak in, to trick her into thinking I was wonderful. I drew a birthday cake on the front and coloured it in, and then went over the filled-in colour with glitter, wrote �Happy Birthday� in bubble letters on the front, a special message inside.
As I was putting on my shoes Cassie pulled into the driveway.
�What�s that?� Cassie said as he came up the stairs.
�It�s for Tilly,� I said. �For her birthday.�
�I�ll sign it then,� he said.
�No,� I said, �make your own.�
�Let me sign it.� He grabbed the card off me, took a pen from the table.
�Fine,� I said. �But don�t take up too much space.�
I took the card and trudged over to the yellow house. �Happy birthday,� I said when Tilly opened the door. I hid the card behind my back. She was in her school uniform, her skirt low on her hips, the button undone and the waistband rolled.
�Thanks,� she said.
�What�d you get?�
Tilly shrugged. �I haven�t had presents yet. Not till Mum gets home.�
I whipped the card around. �This is for you,� I said.
Tilly took the card. She glanced at the front but didn�t even look inside. �Thanks,� she said.
�Cassie only signed the card. He didn�t even help make it. He probably didn�t even remember it was your birthday.�
It was only then that Tilly opened the card, her eyes tracking over the note. She smiled, looked past me to our house. �Can I come over?� she asked.
���
Cassie was in the kitchen. �Happy birthday,� he said.
�Thanks,� Tilly said, standing in the doorway. �I thought you�d forgotten.�
�Nah,� Cassie said. �Doing something special?�
�Me and Mum are going out for dinner,� said Tilly.
�Sounds nice.�
�Mum said I could bring someone, a friend from school, if I wanted.�
�Oh yeah?� Cassie said, filling up a glass of water in the sink. �Who�d you ask? Did Katie ask you to sit with her again?�
�Yes, but I didn�t invite her,� Tilly said. I wondered who Katie was, how Cassie knew who she was, why he cared. Tilly pressed her finger on a speck of glitter on the table. �Do you want to come?�
Cassie turned around, headed to the fridge. �I�ve got plans with Ian tonight.�
�He can come too,� Tilly said.
�I don�t think that�s what your Mum meant.�
�It�s my birthday dinner,� Tilly said. �I can invite whoever I like.�
Cassie closed the fridge and wiped his mouth. He looked over at me. �What about Cub?� Cassie said. �I�m sure she�d like to go.�
I looked up at Tilly, waiting for her to ask. I�d known the birthday card would work. But then I saw Tilly�s face and realised it was useless. I was useless.
�No,� Tilly said finally. She looked back at Cassie. �I didn�t ask her. I asked you. You and Ian.�
Cassie scratched his elbow. He looked out into the paddock, his eyes squinting as though it was too bright. �Check with your Mum first,� he said. He wouldn�t look at me. He could have said no, if he�d wanted to.
I didn�t say anything, just went into my room and shut the door. I got out my pencils and paper and made Tilly a new birthday card. Except this one didn�t have cake and glitter on the front. I drew a picture of Tilly, fat and ugly, and wrote horrible things I�d never say out loud. It felt good to write such awful things, and I felt myself becoming lighter as I drew scribbles over her eyes, hair sprouting out of her nose and ears. I signed my name and put it in my special box, knew better than to give it to her even though I wanted to.

11.

THE FIRST FEW DAYS OF Christmas holidays dragged. Wally and I went to the dam, or made slime out of cornflour and food colouring. We opened all the windows and dragged the fan into the kitchen, but we�d still drip sweat onto the table and into the bowls of green paste as we mulched the water and flour with our hands. When Cassie was home Tilly followed him around the house, asking him what time he�d be back from work. Sometimes she�d come to the dam with us, or play Uno on the verandah, but when Cassie was around it was as if a switch flicked inside her and she became a different person, like she felt she was being watched on a screen, a big light shining over her.
�I can�t believe you�re making slime,� she said one day, poking her finger in a blob of green. �I used to make that in grade three.�
�Don�t you have any friends?� Wally said. �Is that why you�re always here?�
�I have friends,� Tilly said.
�Who?� said Wally. �Name one.�
�You don�t have friends either. You two are just here together all the time like a pair of freaks.�
�Knew it.�
�Knew what?�
�That you couldn�t name even one friend. I bet you�re the biggest loser in school.�
�You�re so dumb,� Tilly said, rolling her eyes. �Give me some of that.� She reached over to the bowl in the middle of the table, sunk her fingers into the goo.
When Cassie bought us a totem tennis set as an early Christmas present we played in the afternoons when it cooled down. He said he got it from the shops, but the metal coil at the top was all rusted and the string connecting the tennis ball to the pole had started to wear away. Sometimes Cassie would play against himself, slamming the ball so hard that if it came back around and got him on the arm it left a bruise.
I�d lie on the grass when Wally and Tilly played together, listening to the tennis ball hammering against the plastic bats. Wally only liked to play Tilly so he could beat her, but whenever he missed the ball a few times in a row he yelled at Tilly, accused her of cheating. He�d throw the bat into the paddock and storm into the house. Tilly was better at it than any of us. She said she used to play proper tennis at her old school, that she was even better than the kids who�d been playing since they were born.
�I had a whole box of trophies at home,� Tilly said, untangling the rope that had twirled around the pole. �But there wasn�t enough room in the car to bring them.�
I propped myself up on my elbows. �What�d you do with them?� I asked. If I had a trophy it would be the first thing I�d take if I moved away.
�We just left it all there,� Tilly said. �In the flat. We didn�t have time to give it to someone to look after.�
�Why not?�
�Mum wanted to leave right away. She didn�t want Darren knowing where we�d gone.�
�Who�s Darren?�
�Mum�s boyfriend.� She whacked the ball hard. �I bet he took the trophies and pretended they were his. I bet he�s never won anything in his life.�
I lay back down, closing my eyes. I didn�t like thinking about Tilly�s secret other life; what she did before she got here. I liked to think she�d been planted here especially. That there was nothing from before.
���
The week before Christmas Mum went over to the yellow house and invited Helena and Tilly over for Christmas lunch. Mum was nervous, putting her hair up and then down, over and over again. They hadn�t been here for dinner since the first time, but sometimes Helena and Mum waved hello from across the fence, and whenever Dad washed his truck in the yard he dragged the hose closer to spray the gumnuts and bird poo from the Commodore�s roof. But it wasn�t how Mum said it would be. We never went out to the Chinese for tea, never went on holidays together.
When Helena and Tilly arrived, Mum set out a plate of crackers and cabana and cubes of yellow cheese. We had presents, and right before we ate we pulled bonbons and put our paper crowns on our heads. It was too sticky for hot food, and I tried not to move too much so the vinyl chair didn�t peel away the skin on the back of my thighs. Mum cooked a roast chicken, the meat sweating as well.
All through lunch Wally kept sneaking sips of Dad�s beer, going to the fridge and putting his head under the cask nozzle and filling up his mouth without anyone noticing or caring. By the time Helena and Tilly went home Wally probably had drunk as much as Dad.
�Well, that was nice,� Mum said as she gathered streamers from the party poppers. They dangled from the light bulb like colourful worms.
And it was nice. No one had got mad at anyone. Wally didn�t say anything stupid. It was like a normal family Christmas that you see on TV, where everyone is happy and everyone gets along.
After lunch I wanted to go to the dam but Wally was too loopy to get himself organised. I�d tell him to go put his togs on but he kept going to the fridge and sneaking more sips. I�d given up, was collecting the streamers from the kitchen, when Wally grabbed me around my middle, tried to pull me to the ground. Wally hadn�t made me wrestle him in months.
�Leave me alone,� I said, wriggling out of his grip. �It�s too hot.�
Wally was wearing socks and slipped on the lino, landing on the floor. He grabbed my leg, yanked it hard.
�Get off,� I said.
I grabbed a scruff of his hair and pulled him along the floor. I�d been trying to hurt him but he started giggling, so I kept dragging him around the kitchen. I forgot that I was annoyed at him, giggling as well. His shirt rose up and I could hear his skin sticking and squeaking against the floor. Every time he giggled like that he smacked the back of his head against the lino, which made him laugh harder even though it must have rattled his brain.
Ian came over later in the afternoon. I was in such a good mood I didn�t even care that he was trying to barge in on our Christmas. As Wally and I played snap on the steps Ian came up the driveway and gave Cassie a six-pack of beer. They drank it on the verandah, even though it would have been warm by the time Cassie unwrapped it.
�Does your old man know I�m here?� Ian asked. The red tip of the cigarette poking from his mouth looked like a planet against the navy sky.
�It�s fine,� Cassie said. �He�s not going to do anything.�
�How�d you know?� I said.
�Shut up, Cub,� Cassie said. He turned back to Ian. �I told him you were coming over. He didn�t even look up from the TV. And, anyway, this is my house too. I can have whoever I want over. I�m not a kid.�
When it got dark Helena came out of the yellow house. Even from a distance you could tell she was dressed up in something that sparkled, heels making her wobble more than normal. She drove off down the highway, and a few minutes later Tilly appeared at the bottom of the steps.
�This is for you,� she said, handing Cassie a tiny present she�d tucked in her palm. Cassie picked the sticky tape off and the scrap of snowman wrapping paper fell into his lap. He held the present up to the light. It was a bracelet made of black and green wooden beads, threaded onto a piece of elastic.
�Cool,� Cassie said. �Thanks, Tilly.�
�I made it myself,� Tilly said.
�Why didn�t you give it to him before?� asked Wally.
�I don�t know,� Tilly said. �I forgot.�
�Yeah, right,� Wally said, trying to swipe the beer from Ian�s hand. Ian raised it into the air with a smirk twisting his mouth, as though Wally was a dog he was teasing. �I bet you just didn�t want your mum to see you got Cassie a special present.�
�It�s to say thank you,� said Tilly. �For picking me up from school.�
�Where�s my present then?� Ian said, tapping his smoke into an empty beer can on the table, and raising his can further away from Wally�s fingers. Tilly looked up at the gold can hovering in the air so she didn�t have to look into anyone�s face. Her neck was prickled pink.
�Where�d your mum go?� Cassie said to Tilly.
Tilly shrugged. �I don�t know.�
�She have a boyfriend?� Ian asked.
�Why do you want to know?� Tilly replied
�It�s not me who wants to know,� Ian said.
���
Later that night, Wally, Tilly and me decided to play spotlight in the yard. The torch batteries were flat so I searched the junk drawers in the kitchen for a new set. While I looked, Wally opened the fridge and took out the roast chicken that was nearly picked clean from lunch. He put it on the bench and began ripping stringy strips from the bones, pushing them into his mouth. Only the gross bits were left.
�Let�s see if the boys want to play,� Tilly said. �It�ll be better with more people.�
�No,� I said. �They won�t want to.� Just because we were having an alright time together didn�t mean I wanted to play with Ian. I didn�t understand why Tilly liked him all of a sudden. Even Wally had started getting used to him.
�Yeah, they will,� said Tilly. �I bet you I can convince them.�
�Fine,� I said. �Do what you like.�
Wally took the torch out of my hands and walked onto the verandah. Ian and Cassie were sitting in the dark and the air was grey with smoke. Wally flicked on the torch and shone it into Cassie�s eye.
�Come and play with us,� Tilly said.
�Nah,� Cassie said, raising his arms to shield himself from the light.
�It�ll be better with more people,� Tilly said, grabbing Cassie�s arm and yanking it. �Please.�
�Get that out of my eye, would you,� Cassie said to Wally, who flicked the torch on and off, then shone it at Ian, who didn�t even flinch.
�Come on,� Ian said, standing up and taking the torch from Wally. He turned to Cassie and shone the beam in his face again. �Where�s your Christmas spirit?�
�Fine,� Cassie said. Tilly let go of his arm and he drained the last of his beer. �Just for a bit, though.�
�Do you know how to play?� Tilly said to Ian.
�Of course I know how to play,� Ian said, pelting his beer can into the yard. �Do I look like an idiot?�
���
Tilly was It first. She put her hands over her eyes at the bottom of the steps and counted out loud to fifty. There were no car sounds from the highway and her voice echoed in the air, wobbled like a calf. We decided the boundary would be our yard and the yellow house yard as well. No crossing into the paddock, no going beyond the fence. When it was Wally�s turn I raced next door and hid in the crawl space under the yellow house stairs. I crouched in the dirt, pressed my face to the slats and looked out at the yard.
I heard nothing for ages, saw no torchlight. After a while I felt footsteps thud towards me. Everyone should have found a spot by then, so I thought it must�ve been Wally, except the footsteps didn�t shuffle the way Wally�s did. Whoever it was stopped outside the crawl space, right next to my head. I felt my pulse throb in my throat, like it was going to burst out of my neck.
The steps thudded away and I kept waiting. My legs were stiff from crouching but I didn�t want to make a sound in case Wally had crept up on me. After a while I couldn�t take it anymore. I couldn�t see anyone in the yard, so I circled the yellow house. I trailed my fingers along the side of the walls and my fingertips were dirty as dog paws by the time I�d done a lap.
I walked towards the fence and looked over to our house, and then out to the paddock. The grass was still as a painting, the stalks silver and glowing. I couldn�t see where the ground dipped to the hill, and it stretched out for ages until it blurred to black. It made me dizzy, the invisible point where the ground bled to sky.
I headed back towards the house. The light from the window was foamy blue and Ian was sitting at the top of the steps. I stayed on the grass, called out to him, �Did Wally find you?�
�Nah,� Ian said. �I gave up.�
�Where are the others?� I asked, looking around. �Is Wally back?�
�Dunno,� Ian said, taking a sip of beer.
I looked around the yard, but we were alone.
�What are you doing over there?� Ian said.
�What?�
�Why don�t you come sit over here?� he said, patting the space on the stair next to him. �I�ll give you a sip.�
No way was I going to sit next to Ian, not after last time. �I�m alright over here,� I said.
�Come on,� Ian said. He held his can up. �I won�t bite.�
I shook my head but I don�t think he saw me.
�Just a sip.�
I looked around for Cassie. �Don�t want a sip,� I said.
�Suit yourself,� said Ian. �Just trying to be nice.�
I sat down in the grass where I�d been standing and hugged my knees to my chest. The air felt soupy in my throat. After a minute I heard the sound of footsteps crunching. Cassie appeared at the top of the driveway.
�Where is he?� I said, scrambling up.
�Didn�t Wally find you?� Cassie asked.
�No,� I said. �I waited for ages.�
Cassie looked around the yard, cupped his hands around his mouth. �Wally,� he called out. �We�re not playing anymore.�
�What are you panicking for?� Ian said.
�I�m not panicking.�
I knew Wally wouldn�t just disappear like that, especially not at night, especially not by himself. He was a bigger wuss than all of us combined. We wandered around the yard, calling Wally�s name. I checked all the usual hiding places in the shed and under the house but he wasn�t there. He wasn�t anywhere. Cassie went inside to see if he�d given up and snuck inside to bed, and I went down the driveway, all the way to the front gate. In the distance, across the grass, a shadow moved, but it was only a fox�s tail whipping under the fence.
I wound through the shrubs sprouting from the grass. When I walked past a big one close to the fence I heard rustling in its leaves. �Wally?� I said. I pulled the branches apart and there was Tilly, squatting in the bush where there was a clearing big enough to fit into if you curled yourself up really tight. �It�s just you,� I said, flinging the branches back.
�Did I win?� Tilly said, crawling out of the bush.
�Have you seen Wally?� I asked.
�No.�
�He�s gone,� I said.
�Gone where?�
�I don�t know,� I said. �He�s just gone.�
I turned and hurried back to the house, Tilly thudding along to keep up with me. The sound of her breathing made me want to bop her in the face to shut her up.
�Slow down,� she said.
�No,� I said, walking even faster.
�Jeez,� she said. �Calm down.�
�No,� I said. �I�m sick of you hanging around all the time. None of us like you. Cassie�s only nice to you because he feels sorry for you.�
I was surprised that came out of my mouth. It was like someone else was inside my body speaking for me, but I didn�t care. I could feel Tilly fall behind me, the scuff of her shoes hitting the dirt.
When we got back to the house Cassie was at the edge of the paddock with Ian. He told us he was going to go down the highway, told me and Tilly to search the yard again.
�It�s too dark,� Tilly said. �I don�t want to.�
�Go home then,� Cassie said. He turned and headed towards the driveway.
Tilly looked as though she�d been struck across the face. Her eyes glossed with tears and her mouth hung open, bottom teeth a row of polished stones.
�You heard him,� I said. �Just rack off.�
I turned and walked through the yard to the yellow house, didn�t wait to see what Tilly did next. Everything was as it was before, quiet and still and shadowy. I walked around the entire fence line. There was nowhere to hide. I called Wally�s name. It echoed into the trees.
When I got back to the house Cassie was coming up from the driveway. He dragged open the paddock gate and we stood at the edge of the track. I trailed my hands along the top of the grass and it pricked my skin. Cassie clasped his hands to the back of his neck.
�He�ll turn up,� I said, though I didn�t really believe it. I had a terrible feeling; a twin connection telling me something had gone wrong.
�Yeah, well, if something happens to him Dad�ll find some way to blame me.�
I felt sick in my guts. I knew there was nothing but dirt out there, but Wally was scared of the paddock, of the knackery, and I didn�t think he�d go out there by himself, especially at night and for so long.
�Idiot,� Cassie said. He walked up the track a bit. �What an idiot.�
We waited at the edge of the paddock for what felt like ages. I sat down in the grass again. I felt tired all of a sudden, my legs like bricks, and I lay down in the dirt. I imagined Wally face down in the dam, or wedged under the wheels of a truck. Cassie said that people get zapped into the sky all the time, especially in places like this, where there�s lots of land and space and not many people. That the Martians zoom down on open fields, snatch up whoever is down there alone.
When I heard something moving along the path, crunching the dry dirt, I stood up and looked into the paddock. A few seconds later I saw shapes coming towards us.
As they got closer they stopped being shadows and their faces and clothes and bodies became clear. Ian was gripping Wally by the shoulder, steering him along the path. I let out a big breath and I bet Cassie did the same. When they got closer to us I could see Wally�s arms and legs were covered in feather scratches and his hands and his face were streaky. He wasn�t wearing shoes and his socks were crusted with dirt. Tilly trailed behind them. Her ponytail was loose, and she had her arms crossed in front of her chest, looking at the ground. Something was off. Why had Tilly gone into the paddock? I took a photo in my brain, evidence for later.
�What�s wrong with him?� Cassie said to Ian, shoving him away from Wally. �What�d you do?�
�Piss off,� Ian said. �He was all the way at the knackery, spewing his guts up. I didn�t do anything.�
�What were you doing out there?� I said to Wally.
Wally barely opened his mouth, mumbled something that I couldn�t hear. He pointed at Ian.
�Where�s the torch, Wally?� I said. �Where are your shoes?�
Wally looked down at his hands, opening and closing his fists. �I don�t know,� he said. His face was white and there were lumps of sick all down his chin.
�Thanks,� Cassie said to Ian. �Thanks for getting him.�
Wally wandered past us into the yard. �I�m going now,� he said, pointing to the house. �I�m going inside.�
Cassie looked back out into the paddock and Ian pulled out his smokes from his pocket. They wandered over to the gate as Wally thudded up the stairs.
I looked at Tilly. She was still clutching her elbows, shrunken in on herself like a prune. �What were you doing out there?� I asked.
�Nothing,� she said. She reached up to brush the hair out of her eyes and her fingers trembled. Then she saw me looking and clasped her hands together like she was holding something, hiding something.
�I thought you went home,� I said.
�I was looking for Wally.�
She looked pale as a seed. I just knew she was lying.
�What�s wrong with you?� I said. �Did you go to the knackery too?�
�Just leave me alone, alright?� she said. �You�re a little kid. You don�t know anything.�
�Fine then,� I said.
Tilly kicked at a rock by her foot, looked out to the paddock. There was a smear of blood running between her legs. I�d seen older girls at school with blood on their skirts, knew what it meant.
�Tilly�s bleeding,� I said, loud enough so Cassie could hear. I pointed between her legs, scrunched up my nose. �Do you have your period or something?�
Tilly glanced down, looked over to Ian.
�See?� I said, glad to have embarrassed her. �I do know things.�
Cassie walked over to us. �Are you alright?� he said to Tilly. He went to put his hand on her shoulder, but it hovered in the air for a second, fell by his side.
�I�m fine.� She squeezed her legs together, her hands hovering around the front of her shorts.
�You shouldn�t have gone out there alone. Your mum would kill me if she knew I let you go out there by yourself.�
�I wasn�t alone,� she said, shrugging.
Cassie took a step back. I couldn�t see his eyes, but his shoulders went tense.
He turned to Ian. �What did you do?� he said.
�Hey?� Ian said.
�She�s bleeding,� said Cassie.
Ian shrugged. �You heard Cub,� he said. �She�s on her rag. Why are you making such a big deal out of this?�
�Did something happen?� Cassie asked Tilly. �In the paddock?�
�Fuck off, Cassie,� Ian said.
�Nothing happened,� Tilly said.
Cassie grabbed Tilly by the wrist. �Tell me.�
Tilly yanked her hand away, took a step back. �Why don�t you just run off and tell Mum about it, then? I know you�re completely obsessed with her.�
�What are you talking about?� Cassie said.
�It�s so obvious. But she thinks you�re a little kid. She doesn�t even like you.�
Tilly stood there for a moment longer. She�d seemed brave at first, yelling at Cassie like that, but then she seemed to deflate. She looked over at Ian, and then she turned and ran.
I got that feeling creeping up my legs, entering my blood through my skin, of something happening over my head, something I didn�t understand. What Tilly had said about Cassie being obsessed with Helena, her bleeding, and why Cassie was so mad at Ian for bringing Wally home. Cassie looked over at Ian, scratched his foot at the ground. My gaze shifted to Ian, and he came into bright focus. Ian�s eyes glowed but there was no expression on his face; it was blank as a spoon. He looked right at me, but through me, as though he was looking through glass, like I was made of glass and he couldn�t even see me standing there.

12.

WHEN WALLY WOKE UP THE next day his sheets were as filthy as he was, mucky with dirt and grass from his clothes. I was half asleep, and watched him lean up on his pillows and chug a glass of water next to his bed. He hadn�t changed into his pyjamas, and he reached his hands under his t-shirt, behind his back.
When he got up he was slow, shrivelled, like he was trying to take up no space in the world.
�Are you okay?� I asked.
He ignored me.
I got out of bed and followed him into the bathroom. �You look dead or something.�
He peeled off his shirt, turned around so he could see his back in the mirror. I let out a little yelp, clamped my hand over my mouth. It looked like he�d been mauled by something wild. There were welts down his spine, bruises made up of tiny purple and red dots. Some of them had started to blister and burst, clear yellow pus weeping onto the skin like sap. Wally touched one of the wet flaps of skin and then stuck his fingers under his nose and sniffed.
�What happened?� I said. I went to touch one of the sores but he flinched and sat down on the floor. �Did Ian do that?�
�No,� Wally said.
�I bet he did. Tell me what happened in the paddock. What happened to Tilly? She was bleeding all down her legs. Cassie thinks that Ian did something to her.� I hadn�t been able to stop thinking about it, and was more than sure something had happened. Cassie wouldn�t accuse Ian over nothing, and there�s no way Tilly would have gone into the paddock alone either.
�Don�t remember.�
�Why are you bleeding then?�
Wally turned his face to me, stared in an awful way. �Because of you.�
�What?� I said. �What did I do?�
�Yesterday,� he said. �You were dragging me around in the kitchen. This is because of you.�
�Oh,� I said. I remembered the sound of screeching against the lino, but Wally had been laughing. I was surprised that I could make such a bad mark without even realising.
�Go away,� he said, jabbing his hand out to try and hit me on the leg even though I was standing across the tiles. �Just ping off and leave me alone.�
I felt a wave of heat move through my insides, felt furious all of a sudden�not just at Wally for trying to make me feel guilty and keeping me out of things again, but at everything, at everyone. I lunged across the room. Wally was still on the ground and I tried to reach his back so I could whack his sores. I wanted to scratch off the sticky scabs and make them bleed again.
�Get away,� he said, thrashing his legs and kicking me in the stomach. �Get away, you dumb slag.�
I ran into our room and locked the door. I tried to think of something to do to his stuff, but I couldn�t concentrate, couldn�t think of anything good. I spat in the glass of water next to his bed, ripped off a fingernail and left it in his shoe.
���
I stayed away from Wally all day, but the next morning he woke me up again as he climbed out of bed. It wasn�t even daytime yet, and the tip of the sun had turned the air TV blue. He usually woke up early to watch cartoons, so I didn�t pay attention to where he was going, what he was doing. But when I got up to pee Wally was standing by the sink.
�What are you doing?� I asked. Normally I wouldn�t care about peeing in front of him, but I was still annoyed that he was mad at me.
�I can�t get the smell off,� he said, holding his hands under the tap. His voice was small. �Come smell them.�
�I don�t want to smell your stinky hands,� I said.
Wally left the water running and shoved his wet hands in front of my face. I sniffed them, then shrugged. �They smell like soap,� I said.
He put his fingers under his nose again and breathed in, went back over to the sink. He picked up the bar of yellow soap in the dish on the bench and started rubbing the soap into his hands and wrists until they were slippery.
I kept catching Wally sniffing his hands. When we watched TV they�d rise to his face, magnets getting pulled towards his nose. He went through a whole bottle of detergent, and his hands were pink and wrinkled as prawns for days. He said they smelled like chicken, and no matter how hard he scrubbed them, he couldn�t get the meat smell off his skin. He said the longer he left it the worse the smell got, like he was rotting away from the inside.
���
Tilly didn�t come over again after Christmas. I watched the yellow house; she barely left it. I wondered what she was doing inside all day. They didn�t even have a TV. Whenever I saw Tilly in the yard I�d wave, but she wouldn�t wave back. She must�ve been angry with me still for telling her to rack off, for saying all those mean things. I started to feel strange, as though something else had changed without me realising. Like a stone the size of a pinhead was grinding a hole at the bottom of my stomach.
It had been dry for most of the holidays but then it started to rain. It sounded like pellets falling on the tin roof. Most afternoons ended with a storm, lavender streaks across the sky that left branches scattered along the lawn, slick black leaves covering the verandah floorboards like slugs. I�d go to the dam when the rain cleared, when the air was still thick as soup. I didn�t bother asking Wally if he wanted to come with me. He was still sulking, so I trudged into the paddock alone. The ground around the dam was all mud, sucked me in up to my ankles. I�d float on my back and watch the sky, the clouds that turned heavy and dark as they slurped up water. When I came out of the dam I�d be streaked with silt and my legs would itch as though there were bugs in the water, burrowed under my skin.
Cassie didn�t work much after Christmas. He lounged around at home, sleeping for most of the day and then coming out of his room to pick over the fridge in the afternoon. When he did work it was mostly night shifts, and some nights after he finished he and Ian would go out together, to the pub or to someone�s house for a party, and Cassie would come home the next morning with a greasy bag of takeaway, slick paper carry bag like a special parcel. He�d be in a cranky mood for the entire day, his skin filmy, fluey.
On New Year�s Eve Cassie got dressed to go out. I watched from the bathroom door as he got ready. He�d had a shower and his shirt was crisp, the white collar stiff. He�d ironed it especially.
�Whose party is it?� I said to Cassie. He�d nicked Dad�s gel and was slicking back his hair. The mirror was fogged and he�d rubbed a face-sized circle in the middle of it.
�Dunno,� Cassie said. �Someone Ian knows.�
�So you�re going with Ian then?�
�Yeah. So what?�
�You were mad at Ian at Christmas.�
�No, I wasn�t.�
I picked up the tub of gel and dipped my finger into the goo. �Did Ian do something bad?� I asked.
�What do you mean?�
I shrugged, wiped the gel under my nose to make a moustache. �I dunno.�
�Stop acting like a five-year-old,� Cassie said, snatching the gel off me. �Tell me what you�re talking about or piss off.�
�He did something to Tilly,� I said, �out in the paddock.�
Cassie paused, looked at me in the mirror. �Did she say something to you?�
�No.�
�Did Wally say something to you?�
�No,� I said. �But he�s being weird. He�s been acting strange since Christmas.�
Cassie ran his fingers through his hair. �Wally�s always weird.�
�But Tilly doesn�t come over anymore. She doesn�t like us. Because of what Ian did.� I left out the part about her being mad at me as well.
�I know Ian can be a bit of a boofhead sometimes,� Cassie said, �but you can�t just make up lies about people because you don�t like them.�
�I�m not lying,� I said. �You�re the one who was angry with him.�
�You�re just imagining things,� Cassie said. �You�re just making things up �cause you�re bored.�
�I�m not bored,� I said.
�You�re a little kid, Cub,� Cassie said. �Nothing happened. I asked Ian and he said nothing happened. Just leave us alone, alright?�
He turned back to the mirror, smoothed down a clump of hair near his ear. He�d used too much gel. The smell of it was like medicine.
I decided to confront Ian about Christmas night, ask him what had happened when he and Tilly and Wally were out in the paddock. I knew he�d lie at first, but I also knew I could crack him. I could be the one to solve the mystery. The truth would come out and Cassie would tell Ian he didn�t want to be friends anymore, and Tilly would start coming round again, would want to be friends with me instead of Ian and Cassie. She�d choose me. Everything would be as it should.
Ian was coming to pick up Cassie. I waited for him in the kitchen, planned what I was going to say to him in my head. When he arrived Cassie went outside to meet him on the verandah. I waited a few minutes, and then looked around for a reason to go out to them. I took a packet of peanuts from the cupboard, opened the flyscreen. �Mum said you might want some food,� I said. �She told me to bring this out to you.�
Ian turned on his chair to face me. He was as dressed up as Cassie; ironed shirt, silver chain wired around his neck, hair gelled to spikes. I couldn�t see his eyes; he was wearing sunglasses even though the sun had nearly set: gleaming lenses the same shape as the blackened, slanted eyes of a cartoon Martian.
Ian put down his beer, took the peanuts off me. I felt myself freeze, forgot what I was going to say. Ian kept talking. He was telling Cassie his dad had given the assistant manager job to some girl who was dumb as bricks, could barely even work a cash register and knew next to nothing about electronics. They didn�t even seem to care that I was right there listening.
�It�s all bullshit,� Ian said. �I bet he just wanted me out of the way so he could root the dumb slut.�
�What�s she look like?� Cassie asked.
�Face like a dog,� Ian said. �Acts like she�s hot shit but she�s ugly as.�
�Yeah, right,� Cassie said, taking a sip.
�I don�t give a crap,� Ian said. �I never wanted the job anyway.�
�What are you gonna do?�
�I dunno,� Ian said, turning the rum bottle around and reading the label. �Anything going at the pub?�
�Might be,� Cassie said.
Ian took a big sip. I could see his knuckles tighten around the glass. �It�s all bullshit,� he said.
���
I told myself it wasn�t important; maybe it was all in my head. Wally and Tilly were fine, and Cassie was happy again. Mum was okay now that Cassie was home, and even Dad just let Cassie go about his business, wasn�t on his back all the time. Didn�t even mind that Ian was coming over again, as long as he stayed outside. I left Cassie and Ian on the verandah, went into the lounge room. Mum had made cobloaf and she and Dad drank Irish cream from tiny green glasses as we waited for the fireworks on telly. I�d never stayed up until midnight before.
I could hear Ian and Cassie from the couch. They didn�t make any move to go to the party, just stayed there yelling and cackling until midnight. After the fireworks I went to the verandah, stood in the doorway. �Nothing happened,� I said.
Cassie snorted a laughed, his eyelids droopy. �What?�
�I thought something exciting would happen at midnight. But nothing happened.�
�Welcome to the new year, Cubby,� Ian said, raising his glass in the air like a sword. He reached over and clinked it against my knee.
Cassie shrugged. I could see his smudged fingerprints on his glass. Cola slick above his lip.
�Come here,� Ian said. �Come hang with us.� He grabbed my thigh, pulled me towards him and swung his arm around my shoulders. His skin was damp and smelled sugary, as though the cola was sweating out of him. Cassie watched us, a dopey smile on his face as though he was watching a funny movie he wasn�t paying any attention to, didn�t really care about. I tried to squirm out of Ian�s grasp, his rubbery fingers tight around my arm. I waited until they went slack, waited until he lost interest, and left.
I got into bed and tried to go to sleep. Ian and Cassie were loud but I couldn�t hear what they were saying; it was all a jumble, animal noises and not the sound of humans. A glass smashed, and there was a rumbling as a table was dragged along the floorboards. After a while Dad shouted something from his room, banged against the wall, and when Ian and Cassie didn�t take any notice the floorboards creaked under Dad�s feet as he got out of bed and made his way to the verandah.
I slipped out of bed too, went to the bathroom to watch. I undid the window latch and cracked it open. Dad was standing at the back door. He was wearing his boxers, bare legs smooth and brown as a table�s. I didn�t think he�d seen Ian properly since the night in the knackery. I held my breath, waiting for something to happen, but Dad just spoke as though Ian wasn�t even there.
�I thought you�d be out tonight,� Dad said.
Cassie shrugged, dug his finger into the corner of his eye.
�Would�ve been a shit party,� said Ian, stubbing out his smoke on the top of a tinny. �Bunch of dickheads.�
�Well, keep it down, would you,� Dad said. �I�ve got things on in the morning. Can�t sleep with all your yahooing.�
�We�re just having a drink,� Cassie said. �It�s not a big deal.�
�Just keep it down, alright?�
As he opened the flyscreen, Ian pinged a bottle top onto the floor at Dad�s feet. �Nice shorties,� he said, sniggering. Cassie made his strange nose snort.
Dad stopped, turning around. �What did you just say, mate?� he said to Ian.
�Nothing, Dad,� Cassie said.
�Was I talking to you?�
Dad stood there for a second and then walked slowly towards the pair of them. The flyscreen slammed behind him. He stopped next to Ian, lurching over him, hands flexed at his sides. But then he just squatted down, picked up the carton of beers in the esky at Ian�s feet.
�Oi,� Ian said. �We�re drinking those.�
Dad grabbed Ian by the jaw, He leaned his face in, as though he was going to give him a kiss him on the lips. �Stop pinching my bloody beer,� Dad said slowly. �Do you take me for a moron?� He let go, turned back to the door with the beer under his arm. When he�d taken a few steps his body jerked and he buckled downwards. �Shit,� he said, grabbing his ankle and then lifting his foot onto his knee. He fingered his foot, looked down at the floor. �Christ�s sake,� he said.
As he hobbled over to the back door, I heard Ian laugh. Dad disappeared from sight and slammed the back door, the keys rattling as he locked it behind him. A second later the bathroom light switched on. Dad towered in the doorway.
�What are you doing up there?� he said, squinting into the light.
�Nothing,� I said.
�Stickybeaking,� Dad said. �Bad habit, that is.�
�I was just going to the loo.�
I climbed down from the toilet seat, slipped past him into the hallway. There were dribbles of blood leading into the bathroom, dark as ants. I stood at the door as Dad opened the cupboard and took out the first-aid kit, full of tubs of finger-mucked Vicks, rusted tweezers and food-stained slings. He opened a beer and took a long gulp, and then sat down on the edge of the bathtub under the light that buzzed, can at his feet.
���
The next morning the key was still wedged into the back door. I unlocked it and went onto the verandah. There were cans strewn along the floorboards, yellow chip sprinkles on the tables, their metallic packets wedged under bottles. Ian was curled in a ball at the corner of the verandah. His mouth was open and his shirtsleeve was clouded with drool.
Cassie must have come inside through a window and brought Ian a pillow from his bed. Instead of putting it under his head, Ian was hugging it tight to his chest. One of his eyelids was open a fraction, like he could see me even though his brain was fast asleep. I thought about prising the pillow from his grip, holding it against his face and pressing down. Wally used to do that to me sometimes�only tricking, though. But I wouldn�t be tricking. I kneeled down, grabbed the corner of the pillow. I gave it a yank, but Ian was holding on tight, as though he knew already what I wanted to do to him.

13.

AFTER LUNCH ON TUESDAY I wheeled my bike from under the house. I�d decided to surprise Cassie at the Connolly. He�d been strange with me for days, avoiding me since I�d asked him about what Ian had done to Tilly. He knew I was on to Ian. He was just like Wally, ignoring me and trying to make me believe I was nothing but a big pain. If I did something nice like surprise him, maybe then he�d remember what a good person I was, what a good sister.
When I got to the pub there were a few men sitting at the bar, a few more spread over tables near the TV that was tuned to the dog races. Their necks were rashy as their heads tilted back to watch the TV in silence, Adam�s apples like little fists bobbing in their throats. They�d all finished their lunches, licked clean, except for the thin shreds of carrot and sprigs of parsley, the colourless knots of sucked-on gristle.
There was only one man behind the bar and it wasn�t Cassie. His beard was patchy, bits missing along his cheek, like a crusty dog. I stood up on the railing so I could see over the beer taps.
�Excuse me,� I said, trying to make my voice sound polite.
�Hey?� the man said, distracted by the screen.
�Will Cassie be back soon?� I asked.
�Who?� he said after a few seconds, barely glancing my way.
�Cassie,� I said. �Cassius. He�s working today.�
�In there.� He pointed to the kitchen across from the bar. �And tell him to come out here and do his bloody job.�
I climbed down from the railing and went over to the kitchen. The lino was a cheesy-yellow, sinks opposite the cooktops. A big, silver fridge was in the far end of the room, humming with electricity. Cassie was alone. He was standing over the sink, hair tied back in a rubber band, pouring the wet dregs from a metal pot into a plastic bag lining the bin. Cassie must have sensed me standing there because he looked over his shoulder. He was wearing a blue-and-black-striped apron over his uniform, thin plastic gloves on his hands. He sunk the pot into the water.
�Told you not to come,� Cassie said.
�No, you didn�t,� I said. �Why are you in here cleaning?�
Cassie pulled the pot out of the water and took a grey wad of steel wool from the bench. He scrubbed the bottom of the pan and the sound of it was like the sound of sparks. I could see his shoulders rising and bunching around his neck, the row of beady bones on his back that pocked against his shirt. �Just piss off home,� Cassie said. �I�m busy.�
I could tell that was all he was going to say to me. I thought he�d be happy to see me, thought he�d be proud to show off his job that he talked about all the time. But I�d caught him out in a lie. I�d be embarrassed too, if I were him.
The kitchen smelled like grease and toilet cleaner. I could taste it in my mouth, a slick on my tongue. Clean and dirty at the same time. I tried to think of something awful to say, something to kick him in the guts with, but I couldn�t come up with anything good. �The man at the bar said to do your bloody job,� I told him.
I went back into the dining room, stood by the bar. That was the one good thing about being a girl who looked like a boy; you could become invisible if you wanted to. The man serving was cleaning a glass with a Chux, rubbing the same spot of glass over and over while he stared at the screen. After a minute Cassie came out from the kitchen. He walked straight past me, went over to the men at the tables and started clearing their lunch plates. They mostly ignored him as he rattled around, kept their eyes glued to the screen, shifting back in their chairs as Cassie leaned over them to grab their mucky napkins.
One of the men lifted his hand, swept it across his plate. The knife skittered across the table. As Cassie reached over to pick up the knife, the man grabbed Cassie�s wrist. He had grey stubble that looked sharp as tacks, and his hands were muscly, as though if he squeezed hard enough Cassie�s fingers would burst right off. �What do you think you�re doing?� the man said.
The rest of the table went still, watched from the corners of their eyes.
�I�m clearing,� Cassie said, staring at his wrists.
�Speak up.�
�I�m just clearing plates.�
�What are you doing with that knife, hey?� the man said. His eyes were steel, and even though he spoke quietly his voice sliced through the room.
�Not again, Baz,� one of the other men said, not looking away from the screen. �Just leave him be.�
�Thought they�d got rid of you.�
�They moved me to the kitchen.� Cassie didn�t try to get his hand away. His shoulders slumped and I could see the knife shaking in his other hand. �I�m just clearing the table,� Cassie said. �I�m just doing my job.�
�You have his eyes, you know,� the man said. �Les�s baby blues. Bet that helps you get all the girls, doesn�t it?�
�No,� Cassie said.
�How�s your mother, then?�
�She�s fine.�
�Heard she was down this way a couple of months ago. Surprised she has the nerve to show her face around here, after all those filthy secrets she kept.�
�Don�t know what you�re talking about,� Cassie said.
�Oh, I think you do.�
�She didn�t know anything.�
�Didn�t she?� The man leaned in closer to Cassie, yanked his wrist closer. �You�re an expert on the matter, are you just?�
�No,� said Cassie.
�You tell your slut mother Barry Leary said hello.�
Cassie stared at his wrist, didn�t look up.
�You know who I am?� the man said.
Cassie nodded.
�Who am I?�
�Barry Leary.�
�Smart-arse,� the man said, letting go of Cassie�s wrist. �Get out of here.� He wafted his hand in the air, like the queen. �Can�t stand the sight of you.�
�Wasn�t trying to be a smart-arse,� Cassie said. He put the knife with the stack of cutlery and continued clearing the table. A few of the men laughed as his shaking hands made the plates clank together, but then one of them shushed the table for the start of a new race.
The man called Barry didn�t watch the screen. He stared at Cassie as he finished clearing the tables, watched him the whole time so that Cassie must have felt the steely eyes on him like spotlights heating him up, until he walked back towards the kitchen with the plates stacked in his arms. Barry leaned back in his chair, clasped his hands behind his head.
I stood by the door but Cassie moved right past me into the kitchen, let the plates sink into the dishwater like ships.
���
When I got home I told Wally about what I�d seen at the Connolly, but he didn�t care at all. He was moulding tiny animals out of the rainbow clay he�d bought from the cheap shop with his Christmas money. He�d gone without me the day before, even though he hated going into town alone. He�d made a turtle and a duck and a purple elephant that he�d put on the windowsill. They looked as good as anything you could buy from the shops, which was annoying because Wally didn�t even like drawing and painting. He didn�t even have to practise; they were good from the start.
When he ignored me I tried to grab the clay out of his hand, but he opened his mouth wide to bite me on the arm and I gave up, lay down on my bed.
When Cassie got home I didn�t get up to meet him. I heard him open the fridge, the clattering of knives and forks, the beeping of the microwave. After a while he came into our room. He was holding a plastic bag, the handle twisted around his fingers like string.
�Got you something, Cub,� he said, tipping the plastic bag upside down on my bed. It was full of Ghost Drops.
�Not fair,� Wally said, reaching over and grabbing a lolly.
Cassie stared at the walls and the shelves as though our room was filled with interesting things. He wandered around the room, running his fingers along the clay animals on the windowsill.
�This is pretty good,� Cassie said, picking up the turtle. �Did you do this?� he asked me.
�Why did you lie?� I said.
�Lie about what?�
�Stop pretending to be stupid,� I said. �You lied about your job. You�re a cleaner. You don�t work behind the bar. You�re always telling lies. Keeping secrets.�
�I didn�t lie,� he said. �I used to work behind the bar, but then they put me in the kitchen.�
�Why?�
�They just did.�
�Who was that man?� I said.
�What man?�
I rolled my eyes. �The man who said those things about Mum.�
�No one,� Cassie said. �Just someone Granddad used to know.�
�Was he mad at you?�
�Sort of.�
�Why?� I said. �What did you do?�
�I didn�t do anything.�
�Then why was he mad at you?�
�Just leave it, Cub.�
�Tell me, or I�ll tell Dad.�
�Just shut up, alright,� Cassie shouted. It came out of nowhere. He grabbed me by my hair, yanked my head upwards to face him. �Just shut up about it.� I was sure he was going to hit me, but he let go, sat down at the end of Wally�s bed and rubbed his hands on his knees.
I made my face go blank. I could feel prickles behind my eyes but I concentrated hard and kept them in. I looked over at Wally. He was still hunched over his animals, like he hadn�t even heard Cassie shout at me. Before, I would have thought maybe he�d gone deaf for a second, but I know he was just choosing what to care about and he didn�t care much about what happened to me.
I took a Ghost Drop, unwrapped the lolly. �You�re a liar,� I said to Cassie. I didn�t care if he yelled at me again, didn�t care if he pulled my hair, ripped my whole scalp off. I pressed the hard red ball into my hand until it hurt, until it made a sugar tattoo on my palm.
���
I decided not to care about a lot of things. I didn�t care when Ian came over the next day. He and Cassie could do what they liked. I was done with Cassie and Ian, and Wally as well. They were dumb boys who didn�t know anything. I didn�t move from the verandah when they came up the stairs. I could sit where I liked. They couldn�t scare me off anymore. Couldn�t take up all the space and leave me with none.
�You know,� Ian said, poking Mango with his foot, �cats can tell what people are really like deep down, and that�s why Mango likes your dad. Because he doesn�t have feral blood like the rest of you.�
�Piss off,� Cassie said. He shoved Ian�s shoulder, even though he was smiling. Ian was prodding Mango�s middle with his feet as she was trying to pounce on his shoelaces. �Dad�s just the one that feeds her. It�s an animal. They don�t think anything.�
�She likes him because she thinks he�s her mother,� I said. �That�s what Dad said.�
�I used to have a cat,� Ian said. �It was my job to feed him but I always forgot. He was a little shit. Used to piss all over my room. Marking his territory or some shit.�
�What happened to him?� I asked.
�Died.�
�How�d he die?�
�Mum found him,� Ian said, smirking at Cassie. �Said there were birds pecking his eyes, ants crawling into his gums.�
�How�d he die though?� I said again. I didn�t know anything about cat diseases. Didn�t know if there were animals that could swoop from the sky, stalk out of the paddock and snatch Mango away from me.
�Cassie saw it,� Ian said. �Didn�t you, Cass?�
Cassie shrugged, brought his smoke to his mouth. Ian pressed his feet onto Mango�s tiny paws, which were white, as though she was wearing socks. When Ian raised his feet Mango wriggled free. I scooped her up as she tried to run inside, pressed her close to my chest.
Mango didn�t like me all that much. She never followed me around, never slunk around my feet looking for scratches like she did with Dad. He said I had to be more gentle with her, but I knew cats dragged their kittens around by the scruffs of their neck with their teeth, so I was just trying to make her feel as though she hadn�t suddenly been taken away from her mother and dumped with a house full of humans she didn�t know.
���
Wally didn�t care about Mango. He only cared about his clay animals. He�d only had the clay for a week but had made dozens of them now and spent over an hour on each, making sure they were perfect.
�What are you going to do with them all?� I asked him.
Wally shrugged and ripped off a hunk of clay from the stick.
�Are you going to sell them?�
�Dunno.�
�Can I make one?�
Wally ignored me at first, and then moved the box of clay to the edge of the bed. �Fine,� he said. �Don�t waste any, though. It�s expensive.�
I decided to make a fox, like the ones that had started skulking around the paddock more and more. Dad said foxes were pests, that they ate birds and possums and baby cows, and that they should be culled, but I knew if we had a pet fox it would love me the most out of all of us.
My hands didn�t seem to work properly, not like Wally�s. I couldn�t shape the fiddly bits. When I was finished it didn�t look anything like a fox or any kind of animal. The skin wasn�t smooth and the head was too big. The tail fell off when I put it on the windowsill.
Wally looked up from the green, half-formed thing in his hands. A frog. Even before it was finished it looked one hundred times better than mine. He took the fox from the windowsill, picked off the yellow clay that I�d used for the eyes and the ears.
�You didn�t even try,� he said, rolling up the fox�s body. �This is too dry now.� He held up the ball. �It�s ruined.�
�Sorry,� I said, even though I wasn�t.
It was hot and I was bored, but I was sick of swimming by myself. Cassie didn�t get home until after two the night before and was still asleep. I�d stayed awake until he got back, and my eyeballs felt dry from being open for so long, staring at the ceiling, out the window. Every time Cassie was with Ian I got that wriggly feeling deep inside me, even though I tried to block it out. Cassie was an adult; he could do what he liked. I was sick of being the one to worry, but I couldn�t help it. No matter how many times I told myself that Ian and Cassie could do what they wanted I still felt like the walls were getting smaller when Cassie and Ian were alone together. But at least they weren�t going to the knackery anymore.
I stood on the verandah, looked over to the yellow house. It was drizzling, and the air smelled like charcoal. I knew Helena was at work; Tilly would be all alone.
I went back to our room. �Let�s go next door,� I said to Wally.
�I�m busy,� Wally said.
�You�re so boring.�
Wally didn�t look up from the clay, rolled a blob of green between his fingers.
�And your animals are rubbish,� I said. �They don�t even look like animals.�
I was bored, but I also wanted to see how angry Tilly was. I wanted to snoop around her house, look at her things.
I bundled Mango into a jumper, held her head close to my chest as I walked next door. �We�re going on an adventure,� I said to Mango. I blew into her pink ear and then nibbled it just a bit. It was so thin that if I pressed down any harder my teeth would have sliced right through, like I was biting a dried apricot. She wriggled but I held her tighter so she couldn�t get away.
When I got to the yellow house I looked through the kitchen window before I knocked on the door. I was nervous, but glad I had Mango with me, like I wasn�t so alone. When Tilly heard me knock she peered at me through the kitchen window, the same way I�d looked in. She opened the door. She was wearing togs with pink and yellow hibiscuses on them. There were clusters of orange freckles on the tops of her shoulders. I wanted to lean forward and see if I could blow them away.
She looked at Mango burrowed under my chin and then looked over my shoulder. I checked her face for signs of hate, but I couldn�t tell either way. I thought about saying sorry. �I brought Mango over,� I said instead. �Thought you might miss her.�
Tilly stroked Mango�s head and Mango sniffed Tilly�s skin with her lolly nose. Tilly picked up Mango�s front paw. �Let me hold her,� she said.
I unwrapped Mango from the jumper and passed her to Tilly. She flipped her on her back like she was cradling a baby. �Hi, Mango,� she said. Tilly smiled, just a bit, as though she was trying to hide it from me.
�Have you been swimming?� I said.
�Just in the bath,� Tilly said.
�You smell like a flower.�
Tilly gave me a look. �You shouldn�t say stuff like that to people,� she said. �They�ll think you�re weird.� She leaned her face forward so that Mango�s whiskers were brushing against her cheek and her nose. �Do you want to come inside?� she asked. I knew she was only asking me in so she could play with Mango but I didn�t care.
I tried hard not to look at anything too closely in case she noticed and thought I was having a stickybeak and told me to go home.
�Your room�s cool,� I said. I tried to make my eyes look wide, as though I was seeing everything for the first time, as though I hadn�t already lain in her bed, tried on all her nice things.
�Thanks,� Tilly said.
�Where�s your mum?� I asked, though I already knew the answer.
�At work.� She rolled her eyes. �Duh.�
Tilly put Mango on the floor. I sat in the inflatable chair that hadn�t been there the last time. It must have been a Christmas present. Tilly went into the kitchen and got a slice of ham from the fridge. We ripped the ham into pieces and fed them to Mango one by one, trying to make her do tricks. But she ate all the ham without learning anything and then licked both of our fingers clean.
�She�s so cute,� Tilly said. �I wish I had one.�
�You should ask your mum,� I said. �Then they could play together. They could be brother and sister.�
�She�d say no. She says we can�t get a pet if we�re not staying here much longer.�
I pretended she hadn�t said that. �You could get one and hide her in here. Or we could keep her at our house. My dad wouldn�t mind. He loves Mango.�
�Maybe,� Tilly said.
I grabbed one of Mango�s paws and squeezed it so that her claws poked out of her fur like pieces of plastic.
�We should paint her nails,� said Tilly, stroking one of the claws.
�Alright,� I said.
Tilly left the room, and when she came back she was carrying a bunch of different-coloured nail polishes. She dumped the bottles on the ground, and then lined them up in a row, straightening them so we could read the names on the labels.
�What colour?� she said.
I picked out a purple one, the colour of a bruise. The label said it was Midnight Plum. I put Mango in my lap and held her paws while Tilly unscrewed the nail polish. Mango didn�t seem to like it and hissed for a bit, and then whipped her head around to nip at my arm, her eyes wide as buttons. I held her tighter, and Tilly jabbed the brush at the claws quickly. Most of the nail polish ended up on Mango�s fur.
�I�m hungry,� Tilly said.
�Me too,� I said.
�Leave her in here,� Tilly said. �Mum will be mad if she wees all over the house.� I scooped up Mango and put her on the blanket. I gave her a few pats, touched the tip of her nose with mine, and slipped the nail polish in my pocket, quickly so that Tilly couldn�t see. She closed the door when I came out of the room. I could hear Mango meowing, her sock paw poking out from under the door.
In the kitchen, Tilly opened the cupboard and pulled out a bag of Shapes.
�What flavour do you want?� she said, riffling through the bag. �I want pizza but there�s only one of those left.�
I put my hand in the bag and took out the first packet my fingers touched.
Tilly looked at the flavour I�d chosen. �Good,� Tilly said. �I hate cheese and bacon.�
We ate the Shapes standing up in the kitchen, chewing and not talking. I leaned against the stove and pressed my foot against the black burn on the floor, big strips of lino peeling away. When Tilly was done she licked the tip of her finger and pressed it to the corner of the packet to get all the red and yellow specks of flavour.
�You should probably go,� Tilly said.
�Don�t you want to keep playing with Mango?�
�Mum will be home soon.�
�So?�
Tilly paused. �She doesn�t want you or Wally over here.�
�Why not?�
�I only let you in because Mum�s at work,� she said. �She thinks you�re both rough as guts.�
I felt tears rush behind my eyes. �I�m not rough,� I said.
Tilly shrugged. �Well, that�s just what my mum says.�
I ran my tongue over the mush stuck in the grooves of my back teeth. �Is that why you don�t come over anymore?� I asked.
Tilly shrugged again.
�I thought it was because of Ian,� I said. �What happened at Christmas.�
�What are you talking about?�
�I know Ian did something. At first I thought the blood was because of something else, but now I know. I know he did something, like what he did with the girl in the school toilets.� I didn�t even realise I�d connected the two things in my brain until I�d said it out loud. I hadn�t thought about what I�d overheard in the knackery for months.
Tilly stared at me for just a second, but then her eyes went out of focus, her face blank. Something invisible had passed between us and I knew for sure she was never going to be my friend. I looked around the lounge room, at all the strange furniture and knick-knacks. They didn�t belong here with us. I suddenly felt sick, as though I was very far away from my own house and not just across the fence. I wanted to go home. I wanted to pinch myself very hard.
I walked to her room.
�Where are you going?� she asked, her face and voice back to normal.
I turned around. �Mango,� I said.
�Oh, yeah.� Tilly followed me to the hallway. She opened her bedroom door and when Mango scampered out I grabbed her. I glanced into Tilly�s room for one last look. Mango had pulled the blanket off the bed, and the inflatable chair was covered with scratches. It was slowly deflating into the carpet.
���
In the kitchen, Cassie was sitting at the table. I�d hardly spoken to him since he�d pulled my hair and yelled at me. He hadn�t even said sorry, but I was getting tired of trying to remember to ignore him. He didn�t seem to see me until I sat down next to him. He glanced up and then back at his food, took a mouthful of spaghetti.
I took the bottle of Midnight Plum out of my pocket, unscrewed the lid.
�Where�d you get that?� Cassie asked.
�Tilly gave it to me.�
�When?�
�Just then,� I said. �It�s called Midnight Plum.�
I started painting my nails. The first hand was neat, but when I tried to do the thumb of my left hand, it felt like the muscles in my fingers had melted. My hand wobbled and the polish smeared onto the peeled flaps of skin on the sides of my nail.
�Here,� said Cassie. He put down his fork and took the nail polish from across the table. He held my hand in front of him, dipped the brush into the polish and slowly ran it along the nail of my index finger. �The second hand is always the hardest,� he said, as though he was giving me an important piece of advice.
For a second it was as though the old Cassie was back. He finished my nails and blew on my hands. His breath was warm and wet. I fanned my fingers out on the table and looked at my nails. The ones Cassie had done were even messier than my thumb.
�Your worms are getting cold,� I said. I put my hands under the table, but he kept staring at the place where my hands had been, like he was trying to magic them back again. �What are you looking at?�
�Nothing.�
�Are you alright?�
�Yeah,� he said. �Why wouldn�t I be?�
�I don�t know.�
�I had this weird dream last night,� he said, taking another mouthful of spaghetti.
�What about?�
�I was driving along the highway when I felt something go underneath the wheel. I hit something�a roo, I thought�so I stopped the car and got out and looked at the road in front of me.�
�What was it?� I asked. �What did you hit?�
�There was nothing there.� Cassie put his fork down, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. �But when I got back into the car there was this girl in the back seat. Her skin looked real bad, and I reached out to touch her, and when I did the skin was so thin it just peeled away, until there was this hole where her bellybutton should�ve been. A mouse started burrowing out of it. Just the one at first, but then another and another, until there were dozens of them, just streaming out of this dark black hole, running up her chest and then up into her mouth which was wide open, just going back inside her again.�
Cassie picked up his fork. I didn�t know what to say. I felt sick that something so awful could come out of his brain. Cassie once told me it�s bad luck to tell people your dreams, but I bet that was just something he�d made up, another lie. I tried to remember my dreams from the night before but I couldn�t. I never remembered my dreams. Maybe I didn�t have any. Maybe my brain died when I slept.
�Do you ever feel like something bad�s going to happen?� Cassie said.
And I said no, because I didn�t realise it at the time, but the rot in my stomach, the little pin that rubbed away at my insides was that feeling he was talking about.
�I think I�m getting sick,� Cassie said. �I feel real crook.�
Cassie got up, went outside. I watched him from the kitchen window. He stood on the verandah and lit a smoke, put on his shoes and walked across the yard. He stood by the gate for a while, squatting down and pulling out weeds that were growing along the fence posts. It started to spit again. He turned towards the yellow house, took a few steps towards it, but then climbed over the gate and wandered into the paddock.
I went into my and Wally�s room. Wally was still on his bed, finishing off a snail. I sat on the ground and watched him.
�Stop looking at me,� he said after a minute.
His fingers were quick as bees as he moulded the clay in his palms. I wondered whether it was coming from his hands or from his brain, whether he didn�t even have to think about it, if it just poured out of him like magic.
�I said stop it.� He put down his clay and untucked his foot to kick me away.
�Did you have any strange dreams last night?� I said, grabbing his foot.
�No,� Wally said. He jerked his foot, trying to kick me in the face.
�Really?�
He let his foot go slack and looked down at my hands, which were clasped around his ankle. �What�s on your fingers?� He was staring at the nail polish.
�What does it look like?� I said.
Wally leaned in closer, curled up his lip. �Looks like your hands are dead,� he said.
���
Ian came over later that night. He beeped the horn and waited for Cassie at the top of the driveway, then they crunched off into the mist. I fell asleep while Wally was still hunched over his animals and the headlights woke me up hours later, a sparkling yellow light that exploded through the window. I listened as Cassie thumped up the verandah and went into the bathroom. The toilet flushed and I could hear him gargling into the sink before his bedroom door clicked shut. The light from outside didn�t disappear though, not for ages, and everything was still and bright until the sound of tyres scraped over the gravel and the light faded out and became dark again as Ian�s car slunk off down the driveway for what I hoped would be the last time, like I hoped every time.
���
Dad noticed Mango was missing the next day, when she didn�t paw at his face in the morning asking to be fed. He walked around the house shaking a box of cat biscuits shaped like little fish, and then stood on the verandah calling her name and making noises with his tongue and his teeth.
�Well,� Dad said, putting the biscuits back into the cupboard.
I went on the verandah and called for Mango, but I knew if she didn�t come for Dad she wouldn�t come for me. Dad said she�d probably turn up, that she might have gone out into the yard last night or early this morning and found a grasshopper or a mouse to eat, and would come back when she was hungry again.
But she didn�t turn up that day, or the next. Dad stood on the verandah with Mango�s biscuits, made the sound with his tongue and teeth.
�Where do you think she is?� I asked. �Do you think she�s got lost?�
Dad yanked on his nose. �Dunno, mate.�
�Do you think she�s dead?�
�Best to put it out of your head. She was just an animal. No use getting upset over an animal.�
�Who knows?� said Mum, trying to sound cheerful. �She might wander home.�
�No use in hoping that,� Dad said, turning back towards the house. �Little thing won�t survive out there for that long.�
Dad was right. Mango didn�t wander back home again, not that day or the day after.
�Tilly has her,� I said to Wally as he flossed his teeth in front of the sink. �She�s taken her.�
Wally pulled the floss from his mouth, inspected the string. �Taken who?�
I went outside, crossed the yard. Helena�s car was in the driveway but I didn�t care. I didn�t care if she thought I was rough as guts. I wasn�t wearing shoes, and gumnuts and spindly twigs ground into my feet, but I didn�t stop until I reached the back door. I jiggled the handle and it wasn�t locked so I opened it wide and headed straight to Tilly�s room. Her door was open a crack and I pushed on it. Tilly was sitting on her bed. She looked up from her notebook, pushed her headphones around her neck.
�Where�s Mango?� I said.
�What?�
�You took her, you stupid idiot.� I picked up the blanket scrunched on the mattress and shook it. All the books and clothes and textas flew from the blanket in a wave, landed on the mattress and the floor. A container of glitter spilled open, shimmering the carpet mermaid purple. I opened the cupboard and rummaged through her boxes and drawers, yanking on the dresses that were hanging from a plastic rod. The rod was thin as a twig and snapped, tumbling everything down from the coat-hangers and onto the cupboard floor.
�I didn�t take anything,� Tilly said, standing up.
�She�s not yours,� I said. �Where�ve you hidden her?�
�You�re nuts,� Tilly said. �Get out of my room.�
�I know you�re just jealous �cause you don�t have a cat. Doesn�t mean you can just steal someone else�s. Just because you think you�re better than me doesn�t mean you can be horrible all the time. Whatever Ian did, it�s not my fault. It�s your fault, for sucking up to Ian and Cassie all the time. Your fault for always hanging around like a bad smell.�
Tilly came towards me and tried to close the cupboard. I nudged her away with my elbow but she wouldn�t budge. I lifted my hand and scratched my fingers down her arm. I hissed at her, just like Mango would. She jumped back as if she�d been stung. I was surprised by how deep the scratches were, how sharp my nails were.
As Tilly moved across the room and leaned against the wall, Helena appeared in the doorway.
�She scratched me, Mum,� Tilly whined, crouching down on the mattress. �She tried to kill me.�
�What do you think you�re doing?� Helena said, looking at the mountain of clothes lumped on the cupboard floor, at Tilly, now crying, her face ugly and slimy. I couldn�t believe I�d ever thought she was special, beautiful.
�She stole Mango,� I said. I looked down at my hands and saw the polish on my fingers. I bunched them into fists to hide my nails.
�I think it�s time for you to leave,� Helena said.
�But she has my cat,� I said.
�She doesn�t have anything,� Helena said. �You need to go now.�
I took a breath, felt my face start to burn. Of course Tilly didn�t have Mango. I was embarrassed, knew I�d made an idiot of myself. I felt like I was going to spew, could feel vinegar in my throat. I didn�t know why I�d done that. It was like something had snapped in my brain, everything gushing out of me. It didn�t even feel better, though, to have all those rotten feelings out in the world instead of boiling under my skin. I felt worse than I ever had.
I walked out of Tilly�s bedroom and into the hallway, didn�t look either of them in the eye. When I got to the kitchen, there was Wally, standing on the other side of the back door. The flyscreen was closed and his outline was fuzzy. Helena pushed past me, flung open the door.
�What�s going on?� I heard Tilly say. She�d crept out of her room and stood in the hallway. Her face had puffed up. The scratches on her arm were swollen and white. �Mum, make them leave.�
I looked up at Helena. The teeth at the sides of her mouth were yellow and pointy, like fangs, and before I knew what had happened Wally stepped inside and the flyscreen banged shut, trapping us in. He opened his mouth, sucked up all his spit and hawked it. It landed on Helena�s chin, a frothy puddle.
Helena paused for just a second, and then raised her arm and slapped Wally hard across the face.
�Get out,� Helena said, holding the flyscreen wide. �Fucking animals.�
My heart was beating like a rabbit�s. I wanted to get out of there, but Wally didn�t turn towards the door. He ignored Helena and looked in Tilly�s direction, but when he spoke to her his eyes were at her feet and he said it slowly, calmly. �When your dad drove into the dam he was trying to kill you. And if we�re rotten then you�re ten times more rotten than us. At least out parents haven�t tried to murder us. At least our mum isn�t a cripple slut.�
Tilly had that dumb look on her face that Wally hated and for a second I thought he was going to go across the room and spit on her as well.
�And there�s a ghost,� Wally said, �standing right there in the corner, looking at you.� He pointed to the stove, where the black burn was. �It�s going to try and kill you. It�s going to strangle you when you�re sleeping, and then chop your hair off, and boil you up and bury you in the paddock. Just like Les did.�
Wally turned and sprinted out the door. I didn�t wait to see Helena�s reaction, just followed right behind him. I felt my legs buzzing, like I was going to shoot off into the sky. We ran down the stairs and didn�t slow down until we�d reached our yard. We stopped under the clothesline. There were dozens of wooden pegs on the line like little birds. Wally did a handstand in the grass, got back on his feet and crossed the yard. He kept touching his hand to his cheek, checking it was still there.
I felt excited, as though we�d just done something brave and grown up. I thought about what Wally had said about Dermott, and remembered what Helena had said about him at dinner all those months ago. I didn�t understand at the time, but I knew that what Wally had said wasn�t a lie. Helena and Tilly weren�t magic; they were just like us. They were rotten, just like us. I felt my body swell. I felt like Wally and I were connected for the first time in a long time, like I had a silver thread going from my fingertips into his. �Did you really see a ghost then?� I said.
�No,� Wally said.
�Why�d you say it?�
Wally shrugged, touched his hand to his face. I don�t know,� he said. �I just said it.� I could see Wally�s eyes start to shine, but when I looked right at him he turned away from me. �I just said it to scare her.�
���
Alone on my bed, my fizzy mood faded. Helena would come over and then we�d be in big trouble. After dinner I told Cassie what had happened at the yellow house, what Wally had said about Dermott. When I�d got it all out Cassie took a long drag of his cigarette. I thought he�d be mad, but all he did was blow smoke into the air, shrug like he didn�t even care.
�So it�s true then?� I said. �What Uncle Dermott did?�
�Yeah.� He went to butt out his smoke on the railing but it fell from his fingers and dropped over the side of the verandah.
�Why would he do that? Why would he do that on purpose?�
�I don�t know,� Cassie said. �He went a bit weird after he found out about what Les had done. Was probably a bit weird before that as well. I don�t know. Mum reckons it was an accident. Maybe it was.�
�How did Wally know?� I said.
�Wally just finds things out,� Cassie said. �He just knows things.�
I leaned over the railing, watched the red tip glow until it snuffed out in the grass.
���
All afternoon I waited for Helena to come and tell on us to Mum and Dad, but she never did; she never even came out of the house, even when the wind blew and sounded like the sea, and a rickety gum fell flat across our yard and made the ground shake for a second as though it was going to crack right open. I�d started to feel a bit bad about what I�d done, what Wally had done, but not bad enough to say sorry, not bad enough to properly care. They deserved it. They�d been swanning around like princesses since they got here, acting like they were special when really they were pretenders.
I couldn�t stop watching the house, though, watching to see what they would do. After a while the lights in the windows switched off and the house went invisible in the dark, like there was no house there at all, like it had been sucked into the sky.
�Where�s little kitty?� Ian said, later that night on the verandah. I was lying on the floorboards. Cassie had told me to rack off but I didn�t want to move.
�She�s been eaten by a fox,� I said.
�Shit,� Ian said, laughed.
�It�s not funny.�
�It�s a bit funny.�
�No,� I said. �It�s not.�
Cassie told Ian what had happened, how Mango had gone missing and how I�d scratched up Tilly�s arm, and then what Helena had said to us in the kitchen, about us being animals. He didn�t mention what Wally had said to Tilly about Uncle Dermott. I don�t think Ian knew about that; it was the only thing Cassie was keeping from him.
�Well, she�s right, isn�t she?� Ian said.
�Right about what?� I said.
�You�re all a bit mental.�
�Are not.�
Ian nodded towards the yellow house. �Too bad you�re related,� he said to Cassie. �She�s pretty hot for a cripple.�
�Piss off,� Cassie said.
Ian said that I should get revenge, do something to the yellow house that night.
�Don�t give her ideas,� said Cassie. �Especially not now. Not now that she�s like this.�
�What am I like?� I said. �I�m not like anything.�
�Don�t be such a pussy,� Ian said. �She needs to stand up for herself.�
�Like what?� I said. �What should I do?�
�I don�t know,� Ian said. �Chuck shit on the walls. Chuck guts on the walls.�
I didn�t want to chuck anything on the walls, and Cassie said that would make things worse for Wally and me, that he�d try to talk to Helena tomorrow and tell her we were sorry.
�I�m not sorry,� I said.
�At least pretend you�re sorry then,� Cassie said.
�But I�m not.�
�Just pretend.�
���
�What are you going to say to her?� I asked Cassie the next morning.
�I don�t know,� Cassie said as he buttoned up his shirt. He�d had a shower and smelled like Lynx. He brushed his teeth, gargled minty Listerine.
�Make sure she doesn�t tell on us to Mum and Dad,� I said.
�I can�t make her do anything,� Cassie said. �I�m just going to tell her you�re a pair of boofheads.�
I stood at the fence as Cassie walked across the yard. He seemed nervous, stumbled over a washing basket under the clothesline. I heard him swear, turn the basket the right way up. He stopped by a mess of scraggly flowers, yanked one from the grass.
He went up the steps and stood by the door for a while before knocking. A minute later Helena opened the door. I thought maybe he�d go inside, that Helena would invite him in and he�d be able to explain things properly. But Helena shut the door.
Cassie stood there for a second, then turned and thumped down the stairs, stormed across the yard. He kicked the washing basket and it blasted into the sky. When he got to the gate I could see his face was red, sweaty. The flower crumpled like a dirty tissue in his hand. He didn�t even look at me.
�What happened?� I said.
Cassie muttered something under his breath.
�What did she say?�
�What a fucking slut,� Cassie said. �What a fucking user.�
Cassie walked past me and into the yard. He brushed past a shrubby tree and pulled off a branch, snapped it in two.
�Tell me what she said.� I jogged behind him as he strode to his car. �Is she going to dob?�
�Get lost, Cub,� he said.
I caught onto his shirtsleeve, tried to make him stop and listen to me. He turned around with the stick still in his hand. It struck me hard across my face, nearly got me in the eye. I felt my cheek burn and took a step back from him, my hands shielding my face. He dropped the stick, and for a second I thought he was going to say sorry, but he fumbled into his car and screeched down the driveway, disappeared in a cloud of brown dust. It sucked into my lungs and I could feel dirt clinging to my insides.
���
The next day was the last day of holidays. I headed to the dam with my towel around my neck, thongs slapping the dirt. I was glad summer was over, glad I could finally get away from everyone. We�d have a new teacher this year, so Mrs Raymond wouldn�t be picking on us all the time. Maybe there�d even be a new person starting in our class, someone who knew nothing about me and Wally, nothing about Les. A new friend to take the place of Tilly, to be the person Tilly was supposed to be.
I made a list in my head of what I needed for school the next day. I�d have to find my uniform and clean out my bag. I still had some stationery left over from last year, but I would scrounge around the kitchen for anything else. I�d got a new packet of textas for Christmas. I was saving them for school and hadn�t even opened them yet. Last year someone had gone through my tidy tray at lunchtime, taken all the nice colours and left the ugly greens and browns. I was sure it was Brendan, but when I looked through his school bag they weren�t in there, and Mrs Raymond caught me and called me a thief and I had to stand in the corner for the rest of the afternoon. This year I would hide my textas where no one could find them.
Closer to the dam I could see something on the path ahead of me, a brownish lump in the grass. The air was glary, and there was a bad smell wafting, like when no one washes out a pan of eggs for a few days and the kitchen stinks right up. I got closer to the lump; the smell got worse, boiled in my mouth. I squinted, but it wasn�t until I was right close to it that I could see what it was, who it was: a paw stretched out like it was waving hello, a floppy sausage of a tail, scabby and raw. The fur socks were round and white, but where Mango�s head should have been, there was nothing.
I couldn�t stop staring at the mash of reddish brown slime slicked into the fur around her neck, that blank space. I tasted vomit in my mouth. I crouched down, prodded her with my finger, pulled my finger back. She wasn�t soft, but hard and very still.
I took a breath, picked her up by her front paws and held her to my chest. Her fur felt crusty but she was light as a cob of corn, like her organs had been taken out of her and replaced with wool. I held Mango close to me, headed back to the house. Hot tears started leaking from my eyes. I could taste vomit still, but hugged Mango tighter, pressed my nose to her back. I could feel the rotten smell of her seeping into my clothes, into my skin but I didn�t care. She was cold and should have been warm.
I took Mango into the lounge room, stood next to the couch until Dad looked up from the screen. He put his beer down but his face went stiff. He didn�t look sad, but there was a strange expression on his face and I didn�t know what it meant.
�Where was she?� he said.
�In the paddock,� I said. I felt my chin wobble but tried not to cry again.
�Where in the paddock?�
�I don�t know,� I said. �Near the dam.�
Dad stood up, took Mango from my arms.
�Was it a fox?� I said.
Dad didn�t say anything. He took Mango outside and laid her on the top step. I followed him down the stairs and into the shed, where he took a shovel from the wall.
�Can we have a funeral?� I said.
�It�s just an animal, Cub,� Dad said.
�Last year for show-and-tell Rachel brought in her pet mice, but the next week she said they died and that she�d had a funeral for them. They buried them in toilet rolls.�
�Who�s Rachel?� Dad asked.
�Girl from school.�
Dad walked to the edge of the paddock and began to dig. The sound of metal clanging off rocks rang in my ears. I stood back, and when he�d dug a kitten-sized hole he rested the shovel against the fence post, turned and walked back to the verandah. He went inside, came back a minute later with a pillowcase. He crouched on the stairs, picked up Mango and held her towards me.
�Say your goodbyes now,� Dad said.
I scratched Mango just above her tail. �Bye, Mango,� I said.
Dad slipped Mango in the pillowcase, folding the material over like a little parcel. He walked back towards the paddock then paused.
�I�m sorry, love,� he said, his back towards me. �You shouldn�t have had to see her like this.�
When he reached the edge of the paddock he placed the parcel in the hole. He used the shovel to fill it in, to smother Mango with dirt, and then he smoothed the dirt over with his shoe so you couldn�t even tell anything was different, couldn�t even tell that right under the dirt was Mango packaged up in a pillowcase. He walked back into the house. He didn�t look at me. I wanted to ask Dad how long it would take for Mango to disappear into bones. Cassie once told me that when people get put in coffins they decompose straight away, turn into dirt. I wondered how long it would take for Mango�s bones to turn into dirt, or whether bones just stay bones forever. We learned about dinosaurs at school and their bones didn�t turn into dirt, which is how we know that dinosaurs were here in the first place�because of the bones. But I didn�t ask, because I didn�t think I could stand it if Dad looked through me like I was a cloud of dust again.
���
When we got to school the next morning, none of the other kids said hello to Wally or me. It was like we had a bubble around us making us invisible, as though we didn�t exist. I hadn�t really cared before. Before, I had Wally and Cassie, but now everything was different. I thought about what Cassie had said about Les, about Wally and I getting half of his soul each. At the time I thought it was a good thing, because Cassie had loved Les, but now I knew it was a terrible thing to have someone like that trapped inside you.
I saw Brendan by the bubblers. His shorts were low on his hips, and I could see a jellyroll oozing over the elastic. I don�t know why, but I waved at him from across the grass. He tugged up his pants, looked at me, then turned away.
We went to the classroom, stood outside the door and waited for the bell while the other kids ran around on the oval, chittered like birds as they put their bags away. After a minute a lady walked towards us from the office. When she got to the door she stopped and smiled at us, told us she was a new teacher.
�What are your names?� she said.
When she spoke she sounded kind of fancy, not like how Mum and Mrs Raymond and the tuckshop ladies spoke, and even though her glasses were magnifying her eyes and her skin was a bit spotty, I thought she looked beautiful. I felt shy all of a sudden, couldn�t get my mouth to make words. I tried to smile back but I�m not sure if that�s what it looked like. She smiled again, didn�t make me answer. We followed her into the classroom.
There were no nametags on the desk, so I sat in the front row and waited for the bell to ring. I watched the kids as they piled in, but no one was new. Brendan barged into the classroom but I didn�t wave again. Wally went to the other side of the room. He sat on a chair and put his head on his desk while everyone else started peeling off the plastic from the workbooks left on each desk. I thought maybe Wally hadn�t noticed I�d sat down, so I waved and pointed to the desk next to mine. I knew he�d seen me but he didn�t get up.
After a while Maddy came and sat at the next desk. It was the only seat left. She didn�t say hello or ask me how my holiday was, what I got for Christmas. She�d been in our class every year since year one and once asked me if I was Wally�s brother, just because I was the only girl in shorts. Wally and I had shared Cassie�s hand-me-downs until Wally nicked me a dress from lost property. I stared at her hand as she wrote her name on the inside of her new books, over and over. I knew that the next day all Maddy�s books would be covered with clear contact, pictures of horses and flowers cut from magazines glued to the cardboard, because that�s what she�d done last year. There was a bite mark on the web between her thumb and finger, like a set of teeth, and when she saw me staring she put her hands under the table.
�You should write your name on your books and all your stuff,� Maddy said, without looking at me. �Otherwise someone will steal them. That happened to me last year, so now I write my name on everything.�
I stared down at the zip lock bag filled with my stationery. Some of the pens had had plastic tags with other people�s names on them which I�d scratched off with a pair of scissors. I wasn�t going to let Wally nick anything this year. Wasn�t going to let us be rough anymore.
When the bell for little lunch rang I took my time putting my books away. I waited until Wally had gone outside and then followed Maddy to the bag rack.
�Do you want to play handball?� I asked.
Maddy turned around. Her nose wrinkled just a bit. �With you?� she said.
�Yeah.�
�Handball�s for boys,� she said. �I�m playing Chinese whispers with my friends.�
�Can I play?� I said.
Maddy reached into her lunchbox, took out a Roll-Up. �No offence,� she said, �but just because we have to sit together doesn�t mean we have to be friends.�
�I know that,� I said. �I�m not stupid.�
�My friends think you�re weird,� she said. �They wouldn�t want you coming to play with us without me asking them first.�
�Then we can play together,� I said. �Just you and me. I have some lollies we can share.�
Maddy blew on her hair that had whipped in front of her face, and for a second I was sure she was going to say yes. But then she turned and ran towards the oval. When she was far enough away I opened her bag. There was an old bandaid on the ground, and I pinched it between my fingers and put it in her lunchbox, on top of her sandwich, her tropical popper. I thought about stabbing her popper so it sogged up her sandwich but I couldn�t find anything sharp enough.
���
At lunchtime I made Wally come to the library. I didn�t want to see Maddy and those girls on the oval. It wasn�t a real library, with cushy armchairs and rows of books stacked high on shelves. It was in a demountable on the oval, with metal cases on wheels parked around the walls, foldout tables and plastic chairs in the middle of the room.
It was only Wally and me, and a pair of girls from year five who were playing Connect Four in the corner. They ate their lunch as they played, and then threw their sandwich crusts in the bin even though they were covered with jam. I thought about going to the bin and taking the crusts when they weren�t looking, but I didn�t want them to think I was weird as well. The girls whispered to each other, but not in a mean way, not like they were whispering about us. When I caught one of their eyes they quickly looked away, but sometimes they smiled. I liked them being there, as though they were warm lamps glowing in the corner.
Wally and me didn�t play a board game. They all had important pieces missing and I knew Wally would sulk when he lost, or get mad at me for cheating, which I only did sometimes, when I needed a win to make me feel better about things. Wally leafed through the picture books, tracing the drawings he liked onto pieces of paper the library lady gave him from the photocopier. I couldn�t read or draw very well, so I coloured in the half-finished drawings that Wally crumpled into little balls when he made a mistake.
All through lunch I could hear screaming from the oval. Sometimes a ball pounded the tin roof, or someone would come past and bang on the window, pull faces and press their noses into snubs against the glass. When the library lady went to the toilet Wally waited a second and then went over to her desk. He opened her bag and found her purse. He took out some silver coins, and then a packet of Lifesavers. Even though I promised myself I wouldn�t let Wally nick things anymore, I ate the lolly anyway. I asked the girls if they wanted one, but they shook their heads, looking scared, as though the door was about to open any second and they�d get in trouble even though they weren�t the ones nicking things.
�There�s not enough for them, anyway,� Wally said.
I smiled at the girls but they�d already turned back to their game.
When the library lady came back the girls didn�t dob on us, and she never asked us about the money, or maybe she was so rich she didn�t notice any was missing.
���
When we got home from school Mum and Dad were watching cricket. I sat down on the carpet next to the fan, which did nothing except blow warm air around the room. When the ads came on Dad asked how school was, and I told him that Wally and I played board games in the library at lunchtime with two girls from grade five, and that the library lady gave us all a lolly from her bag, just us.
�That was good of her,� Dad said. He reached over and lifted a strand of my hair. �Come here,� he said.
I moved forward, and he leaned into my scalp and sniffed.
�You need to wash your hair, love,� Dad said. �It�s filthy as mud.�
I moved back across the carpet. �I just washed it a few days ago,� I said, even though I couldn�t even remember the last time. I made a note to wash it that night. Only rough people had dirty hair.
Dad turned back to the screen. He let out a yelp and stood up, hovered over the couch for a second as something exciting happened in the match. I didn�t know what any of it meant, all those men dressed like polar bears, even though they must be sweating buckets. Mum blew her nose into a few squares of toilet paper. There was a streak of blood in her snot. It made me think of Mango, her crusty, bloody fur. She folded the toilet paper into her sleeve, yelped at the screen as well.
���
Later that afternoon, Helena�s car rumbled down the drive. We were still watching cricket, and Mum lifted her head. Since Christmas, Mum had been visiting the yellow house a few afternoons a week. She�d put on a good shirt and brush her hair, and take some slices of cake wrapped in serviettes. But she was never gone for long. Sometimes I�d watch them from the verandah. Helena never asked Mum inside, and she never came over here, never brought us cake wrapped in serviettes. Mum never said anything about what me and Wally had done at the yellow house. Helena mustn�t have told her how rough we were.
Mum got up from the couch and went outside. I followed, and we watched Helena and Tilly go up the stairs and slam the door behind them.
�What are you looking at?� I said.
Mum took the toilet paper from her sleeve and blew her nose again. �Go peel some spuds for dinner,� she said. She ducked inside, came back a second later with a container of jam drops. �Go on, then,� she said, waving me away with her hand. �What are you waiting for?� She took off her slippers and put on Cassie�s thongs that were by the door, crossed the lawn and went up to the yellow house verandah.
I watched her knock on the door and take a step back. We�d seen them go in just a minute ago, but Helena didn�t come to the door, even after Mum knocked again and called out. Mum looked through the window and tapped on the glass, and then tried the door again, rattling its handle. She stood there for ages, knocking and then tapping and then knocking again. Finally, she gave up, turned and walked across the verandah, down the stairs. She tripped on the bottom step and lost a thong in the grass. She didn�t even bother putting it on again, even though it wasn�t her thong to lose.
When she got close to our verandah I scrammed into the kitchen and took a bag of spuds out of the cupboard, dumping them in the sink. I started peeling one, but it was knobbly as an elbow, and hard to get the knife around the lumpy edges.
Mum came into the kitchen. She slammed the jam drops down on the table, took one of Cassie�s beers out of the fridge. I heard her sucking on the bottle, and I tried to be small and still and concentrated hard on the spud skins.
�Why don�t you and Wally play with Tilly anymore?� Mum asked. She stood next to me, looked at me properly, like she was suspicious of me, like she was trying to see if she could read a secret on my face.
I shrugged, looked down at her feet. �I don�t know.�
�I don�t understand why you couldn�t have tried to get along with her,� Mum said.
�I did try.�
�I bet Wally was a right pain to her.�
�No,� I said. �He was nice.�
�Well, what then?�
�I don�t know,� I said. �I think we had a fight.�
�About what?�
I was starting to get nervous; maybe she did know something and was trying to worm it out of me. �I don�t remember.�
�And whose fault was it?� Mum said. �Wally�s, I bet.�
�No, not Wally�s,� I said. �It was Tilly�s fault. She�s just not very nice.�
�Well, sometimes we have to put up with people who aren�t nice,� Mum said. �That�s just life.�
I kept peeling the spuds, hoping the conversation was over. I hated when Mum was like this: picking at me, trying to get me to admit to something, so she could have someone to blame for whatever was wrong with her.
I heard her put the beer down, and a second later she was right next to me. She grabbed the knife and spud off me, held them both to my face. �Bloody useless, you are,� she said. She told me to look, but the spud was too close to my face, a brown blur. �Covered with eyes,� she said. �You see that?� She shouldered me away, so that she was in front of the sink. She turned on the tap and started peeling the spud as though she was skinning an animal.
���
The next Monday, when I was doing my homework on the verandah, a car I didn�t recognise turned off the highway. Miss Williams didn�t give us much homework, but I wanted mine to be perfect so that she thought I was one of the smart kids. I put down my pencil and watched the car roll into the driveway of the yellow house and slow to a stop. I stood up and leaned over the railing so that I could get a better look.
One of the backs door opened. Tilly scrambled out, and a second later the front passenger door opened as well. A strange girl got out too. She was wearing the same uniform as Tilly, hat on her head. Tilly opened the boot, swung her bag onto her shoulders, and then slammed it shut. They stood by the boot for a second. They looked like two little dolls from so far away, in their stupid little hats. The girl must have said something funny, because Tilly laughed and the strange girl laughed along with her.
As the car pulled away Tilly stood on the grass and waved her hand over her head. It beeped its horn as it went through the gate, and Tilly kept waving, even when it had disappeared towards the highway.
I went and found Wally, told him what I�d seen, but he didn�t seem to care. �So what?� he said.
�Don�t you want to know who she is?� I asked.
�Nope.�
�They�re probably in the same class.�
Wally didn�t say anything. I kicked him on the leg but he didn�t kick back. I grabbed the remote and changed the channel, and then ran out of the room, hiding the remote in the bathroom. I didn�t understand how Tilly had made a friend when Wally and me had been at the same school for years and years and no one had ever offered to drop us home before. There was nothing special about Tilly. She had a loony granddad as well, a dad who was almost as bad. It didn�t make any sense. It was like none of that stuff stuck to her, not like it seemed to stick to us. I went outside and started ripping out the weeds nestled in the ground near the fence, creeping around the wood. They scratched my hands, made them itch like poison.
A cockatoo landed on the clothesline and let out a squawk. It gave me a fright, like I�d been caught snooping, and I stood and threw the weeds over the fence. A second later another bird landed on the wire. They started squawking together, or maybe at each other, and another three or four swooped down from the sky and the trees and joined the other birds. It was loud as screams, shooting up and bouncing off the trees, their sharp beaks opening up to the sky.
���
I came out of my room when Cassie got home from work. Everyone else was asleep. He took some leftover casserole out of the fridge, scraped it onto a plate and heated it in the microwave.
�Are you going out tonight?� I said.
�Nup,� Cassie replied.
�What�s Ian doing?�
�Dunno.�
�Is he coming over?�
�Maybe.�
�Is Ian your best friend?� I asked.
The microwave beeped. Cassie took out a fork from the drawer. �What�s with all the questions?� he said.
�I don�t know,� I said. �They�re just questions.�
�Well, who�s your best friend?�
�I don�t know. Wally, I s�pose.�
I asked him if he�d had any more bad dreams and he looked at me like I was an idiot, like he had never even told me about the girl and the mice in the first place. I thought he�d been telling me something special and important, but maybe he�d already forgotten about it. It probably wasn�t important at all.
Cassie took his dinner and went into his room. After a minute I knocked on the door, but he didn�t answer. I tried turning the knob but the door was locked.
���
When I got home from school the next day, Mum was on the verandah. She had a cup of tea in one hand and a smoke in the other. I�d never seen her smoke before. I thought about the blood in her snot the other day. I knew blood was a bad sign.
�Are you smoking?� I asked.
Mum blew out her breath. �What does it look like?� There was something mean in her voice that gave me a little prick.
�Smoking gives you cancer,� I said. �At school they showed us a picture of a person�s liver that was sliced open and filled with tar.� Cassie smoked too, but with Mum it was different. It was like the smoke could poison her with just one puff. She looked worse already.
�Lots of things give you cancer.�
�Tongue cancer as well,� I said. �They�ll chop your tongue off. Imagine not having a tongue. You wouldn�t be able to talk.�
I was trying to be funny to lift her mood but Mum didn�t laugh. She tapped her cigarette into a can of beer. �For Christ�s sake,� she said. �I can do whatever I like in my own house without a bloody interrogation.�
I thought about telling her it could also make your fingers turn black and fall off, but decided not to.
I leaned against the railing. There was a mole on the side of her face that looked bumpier and browner than it had been before. It looked like a tiny planet.
�Just leave us alone, would you?� Mum said.
I didn�t understand why she was like this. Cassie was home. Everything was fine. Why couldn�t she just snap out of it and stop being in awful moods for no reason?
Her hand went to her face and picked at the planet. I could feel the smoke in my lungs, could feel my liver turning black.
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THE NEXT FEW WEEKS OF term flew by. Every afternoon when I got home from school I spent ages on my homework, made sure my handwriting was perfect. I decided I was going to be the best in the class, so I could go to a school far away where no one knew me, where no one thought I was strange or that my blood was rotten, where I didn�t have Wally acting like I was a fungus when, really, he was the fungus. I borrowed books from the library at lunchtime, and every night after dinner I sat on my bed and tried to learn properly instead of watching TV, which Miss Williams said rotted your brain. The strange girl dropped Tilly home a few more times. They even had a sleepover one weekend, but I didn�t care. Wally had started sleeping on the couch because he said he couldn�t stand to share a room with me anymore, but I didn�t care about that either.
Cassie said he�d help me with my reading on Thursday afternoon. I�d been begging him all week, and finally he said he�d do it if I stopped being a pain. After school I got my books and pencils ready and waited at the kitchen table. But he didn�t come home, not for dinner and not for ages after that. I did my reading myself, and then lay in bed, waiting for the sound of Cassie�s boots to creak up the back steps. I wasn�t going to get up and say hello to him. I wasn�t going to talk to him for all of Friday even if he said sorry.
But when the headlights finally lit up the outside, Cassie didn�t come up the stairs. Instead the paddock gate groaned open and, a minute later, the car engine spluttered and then growled. I got out of bed, tiptoed to the verandah. Cassie had turned the headlights off, but I could see his car creeping through the open gate and into the paddock like a monster. It bumped over the uneven ground until I couldn�t see it anymore, and the sound of the engine faded into the night sky sounds and everything was quiet again.
I�d thought Cassie was done with doing weird stuff. That he and Ian went a bit stupid again over the holidays, but that they�d got sick of acting like puzzles. I waited on the verandah for him to come back from whatever dumb thing he was doing out there, and eventually his car appeared from deep in the grass. He hadn�t been gone long, and he drove through the gate, parked next to the clothesline and turned off the engine. My eyes had got used to the dark, and I saw him get out of the car, look into the back seat, cupping his hands around his eyes like binoculars. He went to the boot and opened it. He didn�t take anything out or put anything in, just held it open for a second before clunking it shut.
When he came up the stairs I didn�t think he could see me. I was crouched in a dark corner where the roof made a nothing space. But when he got to the door he whipped around even though I�d been quiet as dust.
�Why aren�t you in bed?� he said.
�What were you doing out there?� I asked.
�Nothing,� he said. �Just go inside.�
�You forgot about me.�
He pressed his palm into his eye. He looked annoyed even though I was the one who should be annoyed. �What are you talking about?�
�Great,� I said, standing up. �You even forgot that you forgot about me.�
He looked at me for a second and then opened the door, left me out there by myself. The light from the bathroom leaked on to the verandah. The tap turned on and I could see his shadow behind the window. When I went inside a floorboard creaked under my foot and Cassie opened the bathroom door. He�d taken all his clothes off but he didn�t seem to care, didn�t seem embarrassed. I felt my face go red and I hoped he couldn�t see it in the dark.
�Go to bed, Cub,� he said.
�What do you think I�m doing?� I could see past him into the bathroom. His shoe was resting on the side of the bath and he had a wet washer in his hand. There was a weird smell coming from the bathroom, like the smell of the school toilets early in the morning before lessons have started. I peered around him. �What are you doing in there?� I said.
Cassie took a step forward and grabbed my arm. �Go to bed,� he said again. His fingers dug into my skin, and he pulled me to my bedroom. When I tried to worm out of his grip he grabbed hold of the back of my hair and held it tightly. He shoved me into my room and closed the door.
I climbed into bed. My scalp stung. I looked up, at the glow-in-the-dark stickers scattered on the ceiling. I remembered when I�d taken them from Cassie�s walls. Wally let me climb onto his shoulders to peel them off, and climb on again when I�d glued them to our ceiling because they�d lost their sticky. They weren�t glowing now, though.
���
At school the next day I couldn�t stop thinking about Cassie, about the paddock. He�d probably gone to the knackery again. At lunchtime, when we were in the library, I told Wally I was going to the toilet, but instead I unchained my bike from the racks next to the shelter shed. I�d never skipped school before, but by the time I realised what I was doing I was already out the gates.
When I got home I dumped my bike at the edge of the paddock and climbed over the gate before I could chicken out. The sky was stinging blue, the grass yellow. The dirt was churned up from Cassie�s tyres the night before, and I followed the track along the path. After a while I came to a part in the grass where the stalks had been bent and snapped over, making a new, smaller trail. The grass came up to my shoulders, and I stood on my tippy-toes.
There was something in there, a few metres back from the path, something shiny, black. I peeled the grass apart, crouched into the dirt. It was a bag, wedged in the grass�a garbage bag tied into a knot at the top. I picked up a stick and prodded the bag�s middle. It felt soft, like it was full of stuffing. I crouched down, started picking at the tie with my fingernails; if it were Wally he would have ripped it right open but I made sure I was careful. When the knot came loose I saw it was full of clothes, a school uniform. There was a hat made of straw with a ribbon tied around the base, and a starchy shirt with a badge pinned to the collar. A skirt. There was something heavy at the bottom of bag. I put the hat and the shirt on my knees and reached in. It was a shoe�a black school shoe�small, the same size as mine.
I could hear the drone of horseflies, feel the sun like an iron on my head. I stuffed the clothes back into the bag and stood up, took a step back. I whipped out of the grass, didn�t care that it scratched my face and my arms. I followed the track back home, running until I reached the gate. I got on my bike without looking back to the paddock, and rode down the highway with my fists clenched hard around the handles the whole time. The bones in my fingers were stiff as pliers when I finally let go.
I chained up my bike and went to the bubbler, pressed my lips right up to the tap even though Wally had told me not to because at after-school care the feral kids pissed all over it. I splashed water on my ears to make them feel less hot, and then went to the classroom. I tried to slip in without anyone noticing, but as soon as I appeared at the door, Miss Williams�s head snapped towards me and she stopped in the middle of her sentence.
�And where have you been, Coralie?� she asked.
Everyone turned around to stare at me.
�I felt sick,� I said.
�What kind of sick?�
�Vomit sick.�
�Do you need to go to sick bay?� She raised her eyebrows behind her glasses. �Your mum will have to come pick you up.�
�I feel better now,� I said.
�You don�t look very well.�
�I�m okay,� I said. �I just feel a bit hot.�
�Go have a drink.�
�I already did.�
Miss Williams gave me a funny look. I knew I looked scruffy and she was real smart and could probably tell I was lying. I sat down at my desk and turned to look at Wally. He was staring at me strangely. I turned back around and stared at the front of the room for the rest of the afternoon.
When the bell rang I headed to the port racks but Miss Williams called me back in.
�I have to go,� I said. �Wally�s waiting for me.�
�I�m sure he can wait a minute,� she said.
I didn�t want to talk to her, didn�t want to talk to anyone. �He�ll leave without me.�
�I�m sure he�ll wait.� She stared at me. Her glasses made her look like a bug. I scratched the back of my leg with my foot. �Are you sure you�re okay?� she said.
I nodded. �I felt a bit sick but I�m fine now.�
�And how are things at home?� she said.
�Why?� I asked. �What did Wally say?�
�Nothing,� she said. �You just seem a bit upset. I�m wondering if something�s troubling you.�
�No,� I said. �Nothing�s troubling me.�
She smiled. �If you say so.�
I stared at her, didn�t know what to say. For a moment I was worried she could see into my mind, could see what I�d seen in the paddock.
�You can talk to me, if you�d like to,� she said. �Or to Wally. It�s very special to be a twin.�
�No, it�s not,� I said.
�Why do you say that?�
�It�s just not that special. Everyone thinks it is, but it�s not. Cassie said that we only have one soul because Granddad�s split in half. That�s the only special thing about it.�
She smiled. �Don�t you get along?�
�Not anymore,� I said.
Miss Williams laughed a little bit, which I didn�t understand because I wasn�t telling a joke and it didn�t seem like a funny thing to say.
�He doesn�t like me,� I said.
�Why do you think that?�
�He just doesn�t.�
�I�m sure he likes you very much,� she said. �But maybe this will give you a chance to make some new friends.�
I shrugged. She seemed to be waiting for me to say something else. �Do you smoke?� I said.
�No, I don�t,� she replied. �Why do you ask?�
�Did you know if you smoke your fingers turn black and fall off?�
�I did know that,� she said. �Smoking�s very bad for you.�
I wasn�t sure why she was being so nice to me. She didn�t know anything about Les, I could tell. But she�d find out soon enough and, when she did, she�d treat us how we deserved to be treated. But for now, I hoped I�d distracted her enough to forget about how upset she thought I looked.
I glanced over my shoulder to the door. Miss Williams sighed, so quietly I almost didn�t notice it, and I don�t think I was supposed to notice it, because then she opened the lolly jar and held it out to me. It was full of sugary jubes, the kind that sting your lips. She said I could take one for Wally as well.
�Don�t tell anyone,� she said, and gave me a wink.
Wally was waiting by the port rack. I felt bad for what I�d said about him to Miss Williams, but not bad enough to give him his lolly.
�Where�d you go?� he said.
�I was right in there,� I said. �You just saw me come out.�
�Not now,� he said. �At lunchtime.�
�Nowhere,� I said, stuffing my things into my bag. The zipper was stuck so I tugged until it fixed itself.
�You�ll break it if you do that,� Wally said.
�It�s already broken,� I said.
Wally pulled at the bag straps over his shoulders. �I couldn�t find you anywhere.�
�I was in the toilets,� I said.
�No, you weren�t. I looked in there.�
�You looked in the girls� toilet?�
�So what?� he said. �It was empty. And your bike was gone.�
I shrugged, headed to the bike rack. Wally followed me and we walked for a while. I kicked at a rock, and then Wally kicked it back. We went back and forth for a while, before it bounced on another rock and skittered into the gutter.
�You were gone for ages,� he said.
�I had the vomits,� I said. �I already told you.�
�Well, you better not be contagious,� he said.
Wally wanted lollies so we went to Main Street. I didn�t want to go home, and rode slowly so that Wally had to keep stopping to let me catch up.
�Hurry up, you slow-poke,� he said.
�There�s something wrong with my bike,� I lied. �It�s not going any faster.�
When we got to the corner shop, the owner came downstairs when the buzzer rang. He watched the small TV set up next to the register while we picked out our lollies.
�Is that all you�re getting?� Wally said, when I put a single Ghost Drop on the counter.
�Yeah,� I said.
�You better not ask for any of mine later,� Wally said. �I�m not sharing with you.�
�I don�t want any of your stupid lollies.�
�Well, you�re not getting any.�
�I said I don�t want any.�
I gave the man five cents for my Ghost Drop and sucked it on the ride home. Along the highway I skidded on a rock and came off my bike, grazing my knee. When I fell the lolly slipped down my throat, sunk like a stone to the pit of my belly.
���
I didn�t talk to Cassie all afternoon. I wanted to wait, to think things through first. I couldn�t think of any good reason for Cassie to have that uniform. All I knew was that he dumped the uniform in the paddock, that it was a uniform from the private school. A girl�s uniform. And I just knew that Ian had something to do with it.
I was doing homework in the kitchen after dinner when Ian came over. He usually honked the horn or waited in the yard with his headlights blinding us all, until Dad yelled something rude out the window and Cassie went outside. But I heard his car come up the driveway, and a minute later there was a soft knock at the back door. No one seemed to have heard it. I went into the hallway and opened the door. Ian was standing there in the dark. I switched on the verandah light and he startled, then squinted as he got used to the light. One of his eyes was crusty pink. There was a scratch along his cheek.
�Hi, Cub,� he said. He wiped his nose on his wrist and looked past me into the hallway. �How�re you going?�
�Fine,� I said.
�Good day at school?�
�Alright.�
�Go get Cassie, would you?� he said.
I turned around and looked down the hall. �I don�t think he�s here.�
��Course he�s here. His car�s here. Now go get him.�
�I think he went out.�
�Don�t bullshit me,� Ian said. �Either you go get him or I�ll come in and get him myself. Alright?�
�I�ll have a look,� I said. �But I don�t think he�s here.�
�Just do what you�re told.�
Ian turned and looked into the paddock. He picked at the rubbery pimples on the back of his neck and then sniffed in long and hard. When he looked back at me he seemed surprised that I was still there. He nodded down at my hand. �What are you doing with that pencil?� he said.
I looked at my hand. My fist was curled tight around the pencil, its grey tip sharp as a fang. I tried to open my hand but couldn�t, as though my fingers had snapped shut around it. After a second they unclenched. The pencil clattered to the floor, rolled along the floorboards.
�I was just doing my homework.� I picked up the pencil, closed the flyscreen and hurried down the hallway. I knocked on Cassie�s door. When I looked back Ian was in the doorway, face pressed up against the flyscreen.
���
I tried to finish my homework but still couldn�t concentrate. I needed Ian to leave. I felt my guts squeezing together and the more I thought about the uniform the tighter they felt. I went to the back door. The verandah light was off, but I could see the two of them out there by Ian�s car. I opened the flyscreen and headed down the verandah steps before I knew what I was doing, my legs controlling my brain. Ian and Cassie must have spotted my shadow or heard me crossing the grass, because when I got to the clothesline they shut up. I paused, like I was playing musical statues. I tried to come up with a reason to tell Cassie to come inside but I couldn�t think that quickly. I looked up. The sky was steel grey and I felt unsteady on my feet. The earth was turning very fast.
They both looked up to see what I was looking at, and as they did I scurried into the laundry. I could smell wet cement and my feet were cold from the water that had seeped in during the rain and chilled the concrete. I searched around for something to take out with me, so it looked as though I�d gone in there for a reason. I didn�t want them to be suspicious of me, for them to know I saw what I saw. There was nothing but junk and crates of Dad�s empty homebrew bottles, thin green ropes strung from the rafters to hang the washing from when it rained. I opened the lid of the washing machine and there was a damp wad of clothes in the bottom. They smelled dank. I peeled through them and went back outside, school dress bunched in my fists. Ian and Cassie waited until I was on the verandah before they started talking again. I went inside and stood behind the flyscreen. Cassie took a few steps towards the paddock. He rested his hands, his head on the fence. Ian stared at Cassie�s back and then got into his car.
���
An hour later Helena came over. I hadn�t seen Tilly all afternoon, and when Helena banged on the door, rattling the flyscreen, my stomach turned into a pond. I felt like I had water in my ears, an entire tub full. And then, suddenly, it was gone.
�Is Tilly here?� I heard Helena say from the verandah. There was something strange about her voice, like her throat had been scraped clean.
�No,� Mum said. �I don�t think so.�
�Shit,� Helena said.
I went to the door, stood behind Mum.
�Have you seen her?� Helena said, noticing me.
�No,� I said, shaking my head.
�Come in for a cuppa,� said Mum, opening the door wider. �I�ve just boiled up.�
Helena ignored her. �Little shit,� she said under her breath.
�Did you have a blue or something?� Mum asked.
�She said she was staying at a school friend�s last night, but then she didn�t turn up at school today.� Helena took a step back, looked over to the yellow house.
�Come in for some tea,� Mum said. �Calm your nerves.�
�I�m going to go look for her,� Helena said.
�Colin can help,� Mum said. �Or Cassie.�
�She�s probably just at a different mate�s place,� she said. �Forgot to tell me. She�s made all these new friends this year. It�s hard to keep up.� She smiled. Her lips disappeared.
�Well, let us know when you find her,� Mum said.
I watched Helena walk down the steps, melt into the dark. I felt my guts lapping around my stomach. I stood on the other side of Cassie�s door, pressed my ear to the wood. There was no sound, just quiet.
���
The next morning I woke at sunrise. My jaw ached and there was a throbbing at the back of my head, like someone was hammering a nail there. I looked over at Wally and he was still asleep. A corner of the sheet was dried to a point from where he�d sucked it during the night. He looked peaceful, like a little lamb.
I went into the kitchen. Mum was at the table. �Is Tilly back?� I asked.
�No,� Mum said. �Helena was out all night looking for her. Silly girl.�
�Where do you think she is?�
Mum leaned over the sink, scooped tea-leaves from the drain. �Well, if she�s anything like her mother��
I went onto the verandah and put on my boots. I didn�t want anyone to see me leave, so I ran to the gate and clambered over, didn�t bother opening it in case anyone heard the creak. I followed the track up the paddock. It rained during the night, so the tyre marks were gone and the ground squelched. I told myself I would just go and have a look, and either way I�d come home and not have to think about it again. Tilly would turn up and I wouldn�t say anything to Cassie. I would just worm it out of my brain so that everything could go back to how it was.
I followed the track for as long as I remembered walking yesterday, and then started looking for a part in the grass. Even though I knew no one was out here, I tried to be quiet just in case, not wanting to disturb the ground, not wanting to leave any trace of me having been there. I kept my eyes down and searched for the dent in the stalks. I slowed down and started to look more closely, but I knew I�d already walked much further than I had the day before. There was nothing but grass and dirt, more grass and dirt; nothing there that shouldn�t have been. I pulled off the ends of some of the stalks that had turned to seed. I blew on them and the seeds sailed into the air even though I couldn�t feel a breeze.
���
Dad was in the yard when I got back to the house. The gum tree that had fallen a few weeks back still lay across the yard. Dad looked up, saw me climb over the gate and head towards the verandah. I pretended I hadn�t seen him but he called out from across the yard.
�What were you doing out there?� He was on the other side of the tree. Branches poked out from the trunk and it was like we were speaking from opposite ends of a forest.
�I just went for a walk,� I said. I felt like I was telling a lie even though that really was what I�d been doing.
�Righto,� Dad said. He kneeled down and pulled out a handful of mulch from the bag at his feet. I stood on my tiptoes and peered over the truck. There were some baby trees, thin as whippets, planted in a row along the paddock fence. Dad worked the mulch around the base of the tree.
�What are they for?� I said.
�Zigzag wattle,� Dad said. �The council were giving them away for free.�
I kicked the gum�s grey trunk. �How tall will they grow?�
�They most likely won�t,� he said. �Earth here�s no good.�
�Why are you bothering then?�
�You�ve got to bother.�
I climbed over the gum�s trunk. �What are you going to do with this tree?� I said.
�What tree?� he said.
�Dad,� I said. �This tree.� I kicked it and a scroll of bark scuffed off.
�That tree?� Dad said. He stood up again and looked at the tree and then gave me a wink. The thick gardening gloves he wore were brown and furry and made it look as though he had giant bear paws. �Well, I don�t know,� he said, like he�d never even thought about it. He didn�t seem worried about Tilly being missing, which made me feel better. But maybe he just didn�t care.
���
Wally and Cassie were watching TV inside. Wally was still in his pyjamas; his silky boxers were too big, and flapped around his scrawny thighs like parachutes. Cassie was in his work uniform, but had a big jumper over the top as though he was huddling into a blanket. They looked cosy together.
�What are you watching?� I said.
�TV,� Wally said.
�Well, obviously.�
I sat on the carpet and picked at the wormy threads, plaiting some of them together. I heard Dad come inside. He went into the kitchen, rummaged through the fridge. When the ads came on Wally flicked through the channels for something else to watch. I turned to face Cassie.
�I just went for a walk,� I said.
�Yeah?� Cassie said.
�Out in the paddock.�
Cassie didn�t say anything.
I turned around to face him. �I got pretty far.�
Cassie looked over at the clock above the fridge. �Gotta go to work soon,� he said.
�Quiet,� said Wally, reaching over and hitting Cassie on the leg. �It�s on.�
Cassie stood up, went into the kitchen. He grabbed his keys and wallet from the counter and disappeared outside. After a minute I went to the window. Cassie was sitting in his car with his jumper hood up, head tilted back on the headrest, eyes open or maybe closed.
���
Dad was back in the yard later that afternoon. I didn�t want to be by myself, so I went and stood next to him on the grass. �Do you need any help?� I asked.
Dad stood up straight and put his hands on his hips, surveying what was in front of him. He was hacking off the branches of the fallen tree with a saw. The grass beneath the leaves was slick and dark. I bet there were all sorts of awful creatures lurking under there.
�Righto then,� he said. �You can pick up those branches. Pile �em right up.�
�Where?�
�Anywhere you like.�
I picked up a branch and started a pile near the edge of the paddock. �Why do these keep falling down?� I said.
�Because they�re old. Because of the weather.�
�What if one fell on the house?�
�Then we�d all be dead, I suppose.�
I pulled off a leaf, rubbed it between my hands. �Hey, Dad?�
�Yep?�
�Am I your favourite?�
�Favourite what?� he said.
�Favourite kid.�
�Dads aren�t allowed to have favourites.�
�I know,� I said. �But if you had to pick. Say if someone said they would shoot you in the head if you didn�t. Then who would you choose?�
Dad looked up as though he was thinking deeply about it, but he was probably just having a rest from the sawing because his arm hurt. �When you�re both carrying on like pains in the arse, neither of you are my favourite.�
I thought that was a stupid answer. Everybody had favourites. �What about Mum?� I said, looking down and moving a branch with my foot. �She has a favourite.�
�She does not.�
�Yeah, she does,� I said. �It�s obvious. She loves Cassie best.�
�She doesn�t, Cub.� He said it sternly and I knew not to say anything more about it. He never let us complain about Mum, not even when he had the shits with her as well. �Now pass me that over there.� Dad pointed across the grass and waggled his finger. �That thingamajig.�
There was a chainsaw lying in the grass. I picked it up and it felt heavy as an anchor. The blade was coppery brown, and the sharp grooves around the edge of it made me think of a cactus. I wanted to change the subject so Dad didn�t stay cranky with me, but I couldn�t think of anything else. I didn�t want to go back inside and it felt good to concentrate on talking, to concentrate on thinking about something that didn�t make me feel sick.
�Are there any other twins in our family?� I asked, handing him the chainsaw.
�Not that I know of,� Dad said.
�What about ages and ages ago? Like, in convict times? Our teacher said that being a twin is genetic. There must be others.�
�There might be,� Dad said. �But none I�ve ever heard of. Maybe on your mother�s side.�
�Maybe we�re mutants,� I said. �It would explain a lot about Wally.�
I hoped he would laugh, but he didn�t reply, and I could tell by the way he turned away and inspected the chainsaw that he was getting annoyed with me bugging him and asking questions. He liked to do these kinds of things quietly, alone. Just like Cassie. He revved the saw and it roared. I stood back and watched him hack down into the tree that was smoothed of its branches. The cuts were so clean it was as though he was slicing something as soft as cheese.
After a while Dad turned the saw off and wiped his face with his hat. His cheeks and nose and ears were bright red. He put his hat back on again and started chucking the hunks of tree he�d cut over to where I�d started the pile. They looked heavy but he gritted his teeth together and they landed in thuds across the grass. I wanted to go help him but I didn�t want to go near the chainsaw. I had a strange feeling that it had a mind of its own and might turn on and come for me, cut through me as easy as Dad cut through the tree.
�You right over there?� said Dad. �You look a bit crook.�
�I�m alright,� I said.
�You don�t look alright.�
�Do you think Tilly�s okay?� I asked.
Dad rubbed his eyes with his knuckles, pulled on his nose. �Go inside,� he said. �Go have a rest.�
�I don�t need a rest.�
�Go on,� Dad said, waving his hand towards the house.
�I want to stay out here.�
�It wasn�t a suggestion,� Dad said. �Go on. Get.�
I threw the branch I was holding onto the pile. Dad turned the chainsaw on again and I felt like I�d gone deaf, my bones vibrating. I stood there and watched for a minute longer. I looked over to the yellow house. It was too bright, like it was trying to show off, trying to draw attention to itself. What a stupid colour to paint a house.
���
When Cassie came home from work he sat on the couch beside me. He smelled like sweat and sour breath and I could tell he hadn�t brushed his teeth that morning. I licked my teeth with my tongue and realised my teeth were furry as well.
Cassie looked over my shoulder. �Long division,� he said.
�Yep,� I said.
�I hated long division. Could never do it.�
I shrugged. �It�s pretty hard.�
�I was useless at it,� he said. �That old hag Mrs Raymond was a shitty teacher, though. It was probably her fault for not teaching it properly.� Cassie leaned back on the couch. �Maybe I�m really good at long division and I just don�t know it.�
�Maybe,� I said.
Cassie stuck his legs out and cracked the bones in his ankles. I made a scribble on the page, my full name in running writing. My real name.
�What are you watching?� Cassie said.
�Just a cartoon.�
�Is it any good?�
�It�s alright,� I said. �I�ve seen it before.�
Even though I wasn�t focusing on my work, I put my pencil in my mouth and chewed the end as though I was thinking about it real hard. I didn�t know how to talk to him, didn�t know how to ask him about the uniform, but I didn�t have to, because he brought it up first.
�Hey, Cub?� Cassie said.
�What?�
�Do you know how you saw me coming out of the paddock the other night?�
�When?�
�The other night,� he said. �When I drove into the paddock.�
I didn�t look up from my page. �Yeah,� I said.
�Don�t tell Ian you saw me, alright?�
�Why would I tell him that?�
�I don�t know. I mean, you wouldn�t. But if he asks, or anything like that.�
�Why would he ask?�
�He won�t,� Cassie said. �But if he does, just pretend you never saw anything.�
�Okay.�
�In fact, just try and forget you saw anything at all. Can you do that?�
�Okay,� I said. I knew this was my chance to ask him what he�d been doing out there, to ask him about the uniform and where it had gone, where Tilly had gone. I also knew that if I asked he�d lie to me and I couldn�t stand being lied to again. �I�ll forget.�
�Good,� Cassie said. �Good.� He rubbed his hands on his knees. �I�ve been thinking about Ian, and maybe you�re right. Maybe he�s not a very good friend after all.�
I couldn�t hold it in anymore. �I saw it, you know,� I said.
�What?�
�What you put out there.�
Cassie didn�t say anything. The show came on again. I put my pencil down and tried to watch properly. Cassie watched for a while too, but he didn�t laugh in any of the funny parts, and he got up before the show was even finished. I hadn�t laughed at the funny parts either and I wondered if he noticed, but later on, when I went to change into my pyjamas, there was a Freddo frog tucked under my pillow.
���
We were all in front of the TV when the cops came round. The sunset was lolly pink above the paddock and shone through the curtains, making hazy gold patterns on the kitchen walls. Mum and Dad were on the couch with a bowl of peanuts, Wally and me on the carpet drinking cordials. Wally had his clay out and was making a giraffe in between sips. Everything was fine. Everything was calm.
They sat with Mum and Dad at the kitchen table. Dad told Wally and me to stay in our room, so I stood against the door and tried to listen.
Wally lay on his bed, closed his eyes. �Do you think she�s run away?� he asked.
�I don�t know,� I said.
�I bet she has. What a dummy. I hope she�s gone for good.�
After a while Dad opened our door, told us to come into the kitchen. There were two cops sitting at the table� a man and a lady�cups of tea in front of them. The lady had fuzzy cheeks, and her hair was slicked back in a shiny bun that looked like a doughnut. She smiled at me when I came in, and then asked us all sorts of questions, about when we last saw Tilly and if we knew any of her friends. She asked us if we got along, whether she and Cassie got along.
There was a pause, and one of the cops asked Dad if Cassie was home. Dad stood up told them it was Ian they should be talking to. He told them all about Ian, about what happened with the girl in the toilets, like he�d forgotten Wally and me were sitting there, forgotten it was another one of their big secrets.
�Butchered our cat,� Dad said. �Ripped it to pieces like the little head case he is.�
I felt like I�d been poked in the chest very hard and my head started to spin with ugly images. I thought of Mango�s little body in the pillowcase all the way in the ground. I imagined her skeleton body, imagined her little head, wherever it was, as a hunk of bone as well. My mouth tasted like sick. It wasn�t a fox. It was Ian.
�And did you report this?� the man cop said, writing something in his notebook.
Dad rubbed his nose. �Well, no,� he said, looking at Mum. �Didn�t want to disturb the peace. Cassie�d only just moved back home and everyone was still getting settled.�
�And why did he move out?�
Dad glanced at Mum. �He wanted his independence. Thought he�d go it alone for a while. Normal for a teenager, isn�t it?�
The cop wrote something else in his notebook, and then said they�d still like to speak to Cassie, just so they could clear a few things up.
�Clear what things up?� Dad asked.
Dad went and got Cassie and then sent us to our rooms again. When the cops were gone I went into the kitchen. They�d left without drinking their teas, the bags mushrooming on the surface, the tea dark as cola.
���
I felt as though this was what I�d been waiting for. That pinprick in my stomach had been wearing away, and the hole was now wide open. Ian had killed Mango. He�d done awful stuff to her, left her out there in the grass to rot, and now he�d dragged Cassie into something much worse. He called after dinner that night. I can�t remember him ever phoning the house, but I knew it was Ian right away because Cassie bolted towards the kitchen on the first ring, even though he never answered the phone.
�I�ll get it,� I said, jumping off the couch as well. I wanted to get there first and pretend it was the wrong number so I could hang up on him.
�Get,� Cassie said, elbowing me in the head as I tried to duck past him. When he answered the phone he gave me a look telling me to get lost. I didn�t move, and he picked up a newspaper from the table and threw it at me. It got me on the neck and fluttered to the ground. I went back to the couch, waited a few minutes and then went back into the kitchen. I pretended to be hungry and opened the fridge, hoping he�d forgotten that I�d been trying to listen in. He was leaning with his head against the wall, talking quietly into the receiver.
I closed the fridge door softly and went over to the sink so I could get closer. �Hold on a sec,� Cassie said. He picked up the phone from the table, dangled the receiver over his shoulder and went into the bathroom. The uncurled phone cord strained from under the door and into the power point in the kitchen. I thought about cutting the cord but I couldn�t find any scissors. I stepped on it for a while instead but nothing happened.
���
On Monday morning Cassie made us breakfast. He scrambled eggs in the microwave, pale as clouds.
�Why are you making us breakfast?� Wally asked.
�Just thought I�d do something nice,� Cassie said.
�You�ve never make us breakfast before.�
Cassie put some eggs and toast and a cup of tea onto a tray and took it to Mum in bed. He called out for her softly and tapped on the door with the side of the tray, and then pushed it open with his bum.
After breakfast Wally put on his uniform and sat on the couch. He turned the TV to a breakfast news show but Cassie called over from the sink for him to change the channel.
�You�re not even watching it,� Wally said. �You�re not even in the room.�
�Put on a cartoon or something,� said Cassie.
�No way,� Wally said, even though that�s exactly what Wally would have done if Cassie hadn�t told him to do it first.
�I don�t want to listen to this shit,� Cassie said.
�So don�t listen, you moron.�
�Watch your mouth.� Cassie walked over to Wally, prised the remote from his hands and turned the TV off. He held the remote over his head so Wally couldn�t reach it.
Wally bounded off the couch, grabbing at Cassie�s arms until Cassie stuck the remote down his pants. Wally reached for the waistband of Cassie�s boxers and tried to pull it out, but then Cassie called Wally a perve and pinned him down on the couch, jabbing him around the ribs so that Wally started gasping and giggling like a maniac.
�Stop!� Wally screeched. �I�m going to pee. I�m going to pee all over you.�
It worked. Wally forgot all about watching the news, but Cassie went back to the sink with the remote down his pants anyway.
���
We had dinner early, right when we got home from school. Dad pulled out frozen fish fingers from the packet and put them under the grill. He stabbed crosses into the spuds and put them in the microwave.
�Why isn�t Mum making our dinner?� Wally asked.
�She�s crook,� Dad said.
�Is she having a cry?�
�No,� Dad said. �She�s crook.�
Dad pinched the fish fingers from under the grill and divided them among our plates.
�I hate fish fingers,� said Wally.
�Well, so do I,� Dad said, sitting down, �but that�s what we�re having.�
I squirted tomato sauce onto my plate. The undersides of the fish fingers were soggy and felt like mush in my mouth.
Wally picked up a fish finger and poked it in my face. �Don�t,� I said, batting his hand away from me.
�Stop squabbling,� Dad said, turning up the TV volume with the remote.
�He�s poking his fish finger at me.�
�Eat your food,� Dad said. He reached over and grabbed the fish finger Wally was holding and put it back on his plate so that it was touching the potato he�d mashed up with his fork. �This isn�t a bloody zoo.�
Wally let out a moan. �Thanks a lot,� he said. �You made them touch. They�re infected now.�
�Just eat it,� Dad said, �or I�ll make you eat it.�
Wally mumbled something under his breath, started brushing invisible blobs of potato off his fish finger.
�There�s nothing there, you idiot,� I said.
Cassie came home from work halfway through dinner. Instead of coming to say hello he went into the shower and stayed there for a long time.
We were still at the table when he came into the kitchen, poured a glass of water. �Is Mum in bed?� he asked.
Dad gave a short nod.
�There any dinner left?�
�Fish fingers in the freezer,� Dad said. He was talking as though Cassie were a stranger, someone he didn�t know how to act around.
Cassie opened the freezer, stared into it. The packet was right in front of him, but he didn�t seem to see it. I could feel the cold air on my cheeks all the way at the table. I wanted to climb into the freezer and curl up among the frozen peas, the frost stuck to the wall like soft snow. I�d always liked sticking my head right into the freezer, the feeling of breathing in ice and the way it cleaned out your throat and lungs. I wanted to disappear into the freezer forever, forget about everything, forget about Tilly. Maybe that�s what Cassie wanted as well.
���
That night I was woken by the sound of the toilet flushing. My mouth was dirt-dry, so I padded into the kitchen for a cup of water. The lights were off and Cassie was standing next to the sink. I switched the light on; the fluorescents zapped before coming on properly.
�Cassie,� I said. �What are you doing?�
He turned around. It took me a few seconds to get used to the light, and when I did I could see he was crying, the quiet kind of crying where you make no sound but your face twists up like a tree root, as though it hurts to breathe and that�s what you�re crying about. I�d never seen him cry before, not properly. I felt embarrassed, for him but also for me. The lights turned him yellow. His t-shirt was off; I could see his guts moving underneath his stomach, as though his belly was full of worms trying to wriggle out through his bellybutton.
He lifted his shoulder, turned his head and wiped his nose. �Can I have a hug?� he said, taking a step towards me.
I suddenly went from feeling embarrassed for him to afraid of him, which I�d never felt before, even when he�d grabbed my wrist so hard it had left dents in the skin, nail-shaped bruises like cattle brandings. I wanted someone else to wake up. I wanted someone else to have followed Cassie�s tyre marks into the paddock and opened the plastic bag. I hated him. Hated him for messing things up again. For being so weak. I switched off the light, turned around to go back to bed. When I got to the hallway I heard Cassie retch, the sound of spew glugging like sour milk into the sink.

15.

THEY FOUND TILLY ON A creek bank two days later�six days after she went missing�at the bottom of a property further south. Her hair chopped off, no clothes on. They said at first they couldn�t tell if it was her or not, couldn�t even tell if it was a boy or a girl. On the news, they showed her school picture, her long hair in braids, freckles orange as pollen. Cassie watched the screen from the kitchen, held on to his beer with both hands. Mum made a noise in her throat and Dad grabbed her hand hard, like he was trying to squeeze poison from her fingertips. The cops had already been over, though, that afternoon, so it wasn�t a surprise. They told Mum the farmer had been spraying thistles at the bottom of his property, that they were still looking for her uniform, her bag and hat and shoes. I�d been listening from the hallway even though Dad had told us to scram, and I could picture it in my head clear as anything. Could picture them pulling her from the river as if she�d been born right there among the silt and the tangles of branches with nothing but her skin on.
It wasn�t until the very end that the newsreader talked about Les. Even though I felt hot all over, I also felt a zing of glee that I knew I should feel bad about. Now everyone would know that Les was Tilly�s granddad. Now everyone would know Tilly was just like us. Though I knew it was wrong, I kept having thoughts like that, feelings where I still wanted Tilly to suffer. I dug my nails into my wrist as a punishment and focused on the screen.
They showed the girls in a row, like they were pictures on the back of a deck of playing cards. A few were in black-and-white, grainy like newspaper pictures. The girls looked different to each other, but also kind of samey in a way I couldn�t pick. Maybe it was because the photos were old, like how the voices in old movies all sound the same. I�d never seen pictures of any of them before. I�d never thought about their faces before.
�Is that them?� Wally asked, leaning towards the screen on his hand and knees.
�Shut up, Wally,� I said.
Dad picked up the remote, switched off the TV.
The screen prickled with static, grey-green as the picture faded away. I bet if I pressed my hand to the glass my skin would zap, ache with electricity. I turned around, caught Cassie�s eye. He looked through me like I was invisible, like I was the one who�d been in the river and now I was floating around like a ghost he couldn�t see. After a minute Dad switched the TV back on, flicked over to a game show. I watched Mum pick at a button on a cushion beside her. When it came loose she looked at the button like she didn�t know where it had come from, like it had sprouted from her palm.
���
After they found Tilly, I didn�t want to be anywhere near Cassie. I felt like my brain had shattered, was trying to piece itself together in the wrong places. Nothing made sense. I imagined my head was a box with lots of drawers, tried to put the uniform and the paddock and the knackery into one of the drawers and lock it with a tiny key. That�s what Miss Williams said to do when we had stressful things going on at home that we couldn�t stop thinking about. She said to put those things in a box in our brains so that our minds became clear and peaceful.
When everyone had gone to bed I started my homework at the table.
After a while Dad came out of his room, poured a glass of the port he saved for special occasions.
�You don�t have to go to school tomorrow,� he said. �If you don�t want to.�
I couldn�t think of anything worse than staying home. Being near Cassie, knowing what he�d been part of. Feeling the stench of the knackery waft towards me. �We�re making pancakes for little lunch,� I said. �Wally won�t want to miss out.� I didn�t even have to lie.
�Well then,� Dad said. He stood behind me, leaned over my shoulder. �I can write a note for that, love,� he said, smudging his finger to the page. �Shouldn�t be worrying about homework after all that�s happened.� His breath was syrupy.
�I want to do it,� I said.
Dad stood up straight, rapped his knuckles on the table. �This is a terrible thing.�
�What is?� I said.
Dad paused. His voice went quieter. �You know what.�
I shrugged, rubbed out my last answer. �It�s not like we�re friends or anything. It�s not like she�s my sister.�
�She�s your cousin, Cub,� Dad said.
�She�s annoying,� I said. �She thinks she�s really cool but she�s not.�
�You�re in a bit of shock, I think.�
�I�m not in shock. I know what happened. She�s dead. Someone killed her.�
Dad nodded slowly. �It�s normal to be a bit confused.�
�I�m not confused,� I said. �She doesn�t even like me. She only likes Cassie. She loves Cassie. And Ian.�
�What do you mean by that?�
I shrugged. �My mind is clear and peaceful,� I said. Even though Miss Williams said it was something to think quietly to ourselves, it felt good to say it out loud; a chant to soothe my brain.
�Tell me what you meant by that,� Dad said.
�Nothing,� I said. �I didn�t mean anything.�
Dad turned away. �I�ve only ever tried to do the best for you lot,� he said. �Even Cassie. Even if it didn�t always seem that way.� He went to the bench and poured another glass of port. Took the glass and the bottle to the verandah.
���
In the morning Wally and I wheeled our bikes out from under the house. Dad had written me a note to give to Miss Williams. I ripped it up without reading it, emptied the shreds into my backpack to hide the evidence. I didn�t want her knowing anything.
Halfway across the yard I stopped. I looked over to the yellow house. I wondered what Helena was doing in there. I couldn�t see any sign of her. Her car was there but the curtains were drawn. I wondered what she was going to do with all of Tilly�s stuff, all her nice things. For a second I thought maybe she would give it all to me, the smelly pens and the sticky lip glosses. She�d probably just throw it out otherwise, or leave it in her room untouched, thinking that Tilly would come back for it.
I looked out into the paddock and felt a wave washing over my guts that came out of nowhere. I could feel the drawers in my brain bursting open, like they were made of cardboard, soggy, the goo in my mind leaking through. I leaned over in the grass, opened my mouth. Thin, wheaty spew slimed up my throat, dribbled from my lips. My bike fell to the ground, the handle grazing my leg. I crouched in the dirt, rocks and twig knobs burred into my palms. I could feel tears prickle in my eyes, hot and blobby. They dropped down into the dirt, scorched my knees. I wanted to tell Helena about Ian. About Christmas night in the paddock, and how Ian and Cassie had Tilly�s uniform, and now Tilly was gone and I didn�t know what to do about any of it. But I could never do that to Cassie, no matter how much I hated him.
�What�s wrong with you?� Wally said.
I looked up. Wally had stopped on the grass, half off his bike. His eyes were big as coins, like he was scared of me. He didn�t even wait for me to answer. Didn�t wait to see if I was okay. He flung his leg over his bike, pedalled down the driveway. Left me there alone in the dirt, sick on my chin.
���
When we got home from school Mum was in front of the TV, snuggled in a blanket. Dad�s truck was gone, but his ladder was leaning against the house so I knew he wasn�t at work. Cassie�s car was in the yard. I checked the calendar. He always wrote his shifts on the calendar next to the fridge and the square for that day was blank.
�Where�s Cassie?� I said to Mum. �Where�s Dad?�
Mum wriggled under her blanket. �Just be quiet for one bloody minute,� she said.
I walked outside to the front gate, stood on the road. A few birds were burrowed in the scrub, pecking their hooked beaks in the dirt. They all had green feathers on their crests, bright like gemstones. They scattered as I walked towards them, before settling back down where they thought I couldn�t hurt them. I threw a rock at them, just to prove I could.
I climbed up on a fence post and watched the highway for a while, waiting for Dad�s truck to turn into the street. The road was like a liquorice strap, splitting the scrub and the hills in two. On the other side, plum trees sprung from the pale green mounds. Sometimes, in fire season, the mountains were hazy, the smoke from the grass fires curling into the sky in plumes, as if from little campsites on the hills. The sunset sparkled and everything was orange, everything was magic. But not that day. The sky was blue but dull, clouds a colourless blur. Nothing sparkled through the leaves. Nothing was orange.
When dinnertime came around, Mum hadn�t moved and Dad and Cassie still weren�t home. �Mum?� I said, poking her on the shoulder, knobbly with bone. She didn�t answer so I shook her shoulder hard.
�What are you doing?� she said, opening her eyes. �For God�s sake.�
�Where�s Dad? And Cassie?�
Mum looked over at me and her eyes were watery with sleep. She looked confused, like she�d woken up somewhere different from where she�d fallen asleep.
�Mum,� I said again.
�Are they back?� asked Mum.
�Back from where?�
She looked around the lounge room, dazed. �That stupid girl,� Mum said. �That stupid, stupid girl.�
My hand fell from Mum�s shoulder. There was no talking to her when she was like this. I wondered if she was still asleep, tried to see if her eyes were foggy with dreams. But then she heaved herself off the couch, put on her slippers.
�Better get the tea on,� she said.
When she got to the kitchen she stopped in front of the sink, like she�d forgotten what she was doing. She shuffled into the hallway. I heard the door of her bedroom click open. When I walked past her room she was sitting on the edge of her bed, one slipper on, one slipper off. Her shadow stretched up the wall.
���
Cassie and Dad arrived home an hour later. When I heard the car come up the driveway I went to the kitchen window and watched it shudder to a stop on the grass. The sun had gone but it wasn�t dark yet, and the edge of the sky was a creamy blue that darkened to navy, splashed with stars. They got out of the car and walked up to the house. Cassie slipped into his room without a word and Dad came into the kitchen. He washed his hands in the sink, rubbed his wet hands on his neck.
�Where�ve you been?� I asked.
�Where�s your mother?� Dad said, wiping his hands on a tea towel.
�In bed.�
Dad headed into the hallway. I followed him but he closed the door on me. I tried to listen through the crack but their voices were muffled After a while Dad came out and knocked straight past me into the kitchen. I looked into the room and Mum was still sitting on the bed. There was a wad of bloodied toilet paper on the bed beside her. Her head was tilted back, and another wad of toilet paper was pressed to her nose. I closed the door and went into the kitchen.
Dad poured a glass of wine from the cask in the fridge and sat at the table.
�Is Cassie alright?� I said. �Where�ve you been?�
Dad took a big gulp of his wine. When he didn�t answer I said, �I�ll ask Cassie then, if everyone�s just going to ignore me.�
Dad stood up, strode towards me and grabbed me by the wrist. �Just bloody leave it, would you? Do you always have to stick your nose into other people�s business?� He lifted his arm and slapped the back of his hand hard against my cheek.
I started to cry before I could stop myself. Dad had never hit me before, not since I was little and would get smacks on the bum. He went and sat back down, breathing deeply through his nose. He took another sip of wine and sunk back into his chair, as though yelling like that had sucked all the air from him and he couldn�t even sit up straight. I crossed the kitchen and sat next to Wally on the couch, pushed my knuckles into my eyes until they started to hurt.
I waited until Dad had finished his wine, which didn�t take long, and when he was in the bath I knocked on Cassie�s door. He didn�t answer, so I pushed it open. He was lying on his mattress, staring at the ceiling with his headphones on. I waited for him to notice me but he didn�t. He�d kicked off his shoes and I could see his toes flexing beneath his white socks. I walked over to him and then poked his arm with my toe. He took the headphones off and sat up in bed.
�Dad said to leave you alone,� I said. �He said I�m nosy. That was him yelling before.�
I felt like a giant, peering over him. I could see the top of his head; his part was sunburned to a strip of pink beneath his sandy hair. There was a mole there, skin-coloured and rising out of his scalp like a tiny mountain.
�What are you looking at?� Cassie said. �Do I have nits or something?�
�You have a mole,� I said.
�Where?�
�Right there.� I pointed.
Cassie reached up and fingered the top of his head. When he found the mole he rubbed at the spot.
�What does it look like?� he asked.
�Just how a mole looks.�
Cassie scraped his hair behind his ears. �You�re a good sister, Cub,� he said.
�I know,� I said. He didn�t tell me to go away so I sat on the carpet, hugged my knees to my chest. There was a hole in the mattress and I stuck my finger in the stuffing. Cassie�s eyes were dry-looking, the rims red as scratches. There weren�t any scratches on his face, though, not like Ian had.
I knew I had to ask him. �Cassie?� I said.
�Yeah?�
�What�ve you done?�
Cassie stopped smiling. �I haven�t done anything,� he said.
�Don�t lie,� I said. �Where�ve you been? You and Dad were gone for ages.�
�S�nothing to do with you.�
�Yes, it is.�
�Dad�s right, you know. You need to keep out of other people�s business.�
�You have to tell me.� I tried to make my face look sad, but the skin of my cheeks felt tight and I couldn�t tell what expression I was making, if I was making any at all. I let my face go normal. �I won�t tell anyone. I promise. You just have to tell me.�
�You don�t know what you�re talking about,� Cassie said. �You didn�t see anything, remember?�
�But I did though,� I said.
�No, you didn�t.�
�Just tell me.�
�Just leave me alone, would you?� Cassie said.
�Tell me,� I said. �Or I�ll tell Dad what I saw in the paddock. I�ll tell him about Tilly�s uniform. I know it was hers. I�ll tell the cops. I swear I will.�
Cassie looked like I�d tried to stick my fingers in his mouth and rip out his teeth. I knew I�d crossed him, just by saying out loud what I hoped wasn�t true. I pulled a piece of foam out of the mattress. It had crumpety holes in it that made me feel sick.
But Cassie didn�t get mad at me, not then anyway. �I had to go to the cop shop, alright?�
�Because of Tilly?�
�Because of whatever you think you saw.�
�What did they ask you?�
Cassie didn�t say anything.
�What�ve you done?� I asked again.
�Nothing,� he said. �I didn�t do anything.�
�Why are you always lying?� I said, standing up.
�I�m not lying,� he said. �And keep your voice down.�
But he was lying. He always was. �I hope you go to prison and rot,� I said. �I hope someone stabs you in there.� I was so angry I could�ve stabbed him myself. I went to leave the room but Cassie grabbed my arm and yanked me towards him.
�You need to keep your lips zipped,� he said through gritted teeth.
�Let go of me.�
�I�m serious, Cub. You need to keep your fucking mouth shut.�
�You�re hurting me,� I said. I looked down at my wrist, and my skin between Cassie�s fingers was white dough. I tried not to cry but it felt worse than a Chinese burn. I thought my wrist was going to snap. But then Cassie let go, clenched and then unclenched his fist. I moved out of his reach before he could grab me again.
�What�d you do that for?� I said, rubbing my arm, eyes down so he couldn�t see them.
�Just don�t say anything, alright? It�s real important you don�t say anything.�
�This is all his fault, isn�t it?� I said.
�Whose?�
�Ian�s.�
�Just leave it.�
�I�ll tell the cops it was Ian then,� I pleaded. �I�ll tell them I saw him put Tilly�s stuff in the paddock. I�ll tell them whatever you want me to.�
�You don�t get it, Cub.�
He looked small on the mattress. Small enough for me to kick him and for him to really feel it. I probably could have stepped on his throat and crushed it, if I wanted to.
�He�s my friend,� Cassie said.
He leaned back on his pillow and snapped the rubber band around his wrist. It left a red mark on his skin. �What was Dad like, Cub?� he asked. �Did he say anything to you? Is he mad at me?�
�Coralie,� I said.
�What?�
�My name�s not Cub. It�s Coralie. I don�t know why everyone calls me that stupid name.�
I�d given Cassie a chance to tell me the truth and he hadn�t taken it. After all this time, he was still on Ian�s side, was only looking out for Ian.
I went back into the kitchen. Dad was still at the table. He�d taken the cask out of the fridge and it was sitting beside him like a friend. He poured a glass right up to the top. The cask was nearly empty, though, and the wine trickled from the nozzle like weak piss.
�Guess what?� Wally said, his eyes going wide. �Dad told me where Cassie was. He was in prison.�
�He wasn�t in prison,� Dad said.
�But you just said he was with the coppers.�
�Not the same thing, idiot,� I said.
�How would you even know?� said Wally. �You�ve never been.�
�Shut your traps,� Dad said. �The both of you.�
�She started it,� whined Wally.
�Just get to bed, would you,� Dad said. He wasn�t yelling yet, but I could feel it coming.
I moved towards the hallway to get out of his way, didn�t want to get slapped again.
�But it�s early,� Wally said. �I�m hungry. Mum didn�t make us any dinner.�
I looked at Dad, expected him to get cross. But he didn�t. He went to the fridge and got half a loaf of bread from the freezer. The loaf was rock hard, and he banged it on the side of the table to break off enough slices and then put them in the microwave. He made us cheese sandwiches, and one for himself. The bread was soggy and had that fishy freezer taste to it, the margarine cold and in hard blobs on the inside of the bread. We ate the sandwiches in silence. Everyone�s chews were loud and wet. Wally nibbled around his crusts and left them on his plate.
Wally and me went to our room without brushing our teeth or having a bath, still in our uniforms. It wasn�t even seven yet, and I lay on my bed on top of the sheet. The house was quiet with everyone in bed so early, so quiet I thought I could hear cars on the highway, like wasps. I tried to go to sleep but wasn�t tired. My brain was pulsing. I turned over to talk to Wally, but he was fast asleep already, his collar popped, protecting his neck from something.
���
We went to school the next day, same as normal. I didn�t say goodbye to Cassie. His door was shut when we left, and all day I replayed our conversation from last night in my head. So much had happened so quickly, like a video tape on fast forward. I wanted to rewind it in my brain, slow it down and sift through the details so I didn�t miss anything important.
Only Mum was home when we got back from school. I thought Cassie was with Dad, seeing the cops again or maybe just out together, doing something normal. We watched TV, and at dinnertime Dad came home alone.
�Where�s your brother?� Dad asked as he peeled out of his boots. �His car�s gone.�
�I don�t know,� I said.
�Have you seen him? Did you see him leave?� I could hear panic spiking at the back of his throat.
I felt my own throat close up. �No,� I said.
�You should�ve been watching him.� Dad moved down the hallway to Cassie�s door, wrenched it open. He paused for a second, and then called out to Mum, stormed into their bedroom and slammed the door shut. I heard shouting but I couldn�t understand what Dad was saying. I couldn�t tell who he was angry with: Cassie or Mum, or himself or me. When he came out from their room he took a beer from the fridge, stood in Cassie�s doorway, as though he were blocking things from going in, blocking things from coming out.
Something prickled in the air. I didn�t know what was going on. I wanted to ask Dad where Cassie was but I couldn�t open my mouth, couldn�t speak. I was supposed to be watching him, only no one had told me that. No one had told me it was my job to look after him, and now Cassie was gone because I hadn�t done my job properly.
Dad made dinner. He put sausages in the frypan, and I watched them snap and sizzle in their own fat. Flecks of oil jumped from the pan and nipped at my arms. The meat oozed from the casings in bulbs, as though the sausages were growing tumours. Mum came out of her room, made a plate for Cassie and left it in his spot at the table. We ate in silence. We watched TV.
�What�s that?� Dad said, pointing to my wrist. I hadn�t even realised that Cassie had left a bruise from when he�d grabbed me yesterday. The bruises were like fingerprints. I poked one and felt a little stab.
�Wally did it,� I said, covering the marks. �It was an accident. We were wrestling.�
I didn�t look at Wally; he didn�t say anything, didn�t tell Dad I was lying. I didn�t even bother sending a brain message. I knew they were useless.
Cassie still wasn�t home when we went to bed. I heard Dad turn off the TV, get out of bed and go into the kitchen. The air outside was fiery, and the smell had seeped into the house. I could see a glow on the grass, a shadow stretching its neck across the lawn. The yellow house was all lit up. Every light left on.
I took Cassie�s plate of food from the fridge, peeled back the plastic that had gone sweaty on the inside. I bit off the end of the sausage. It was grainy on my tongue. I wrapped it in a paper towel and put it in my pocket, went to Cassie�s room. His bed was made and the room was neat. Nothing looked different. Nothing looked as though it was missing. I opened his cupboard and took out his tin of marbles, dug my hands in. The knuckles weren�t there. His most special thing was gone.
Floorboards creaked, and a second later Dad appeared at the door. He put his hand on top of my head, steered me out of the room and closed the door. When I looked down I saw there was a hole in his sock. His big toe was poking through, as though it were trying to say hello.
���
I went over to the yellow house the next day. I didn�t want to go inside; I just wanted to look around a bit, have a peek through Tilly�s window. I wondered if her bed was made, whether she�d left her toys on the pillow, her play clothes strewn on the floor. When I got to the verandah there was something quiet about the place, something too still.
�Helena�s gone,� Dad said, when I got back home. �Gave me the key this morning.�
�Where�d she go?�
�Staying in a hotel in the city, closer to the police, closer to her family.�
�What family?� I said.
�Her parents,� Dad said. �Her sisters. Tilly�s grandparents, Tilly�s aunts.�
Again, Tilly�s secret before-life was bubbling up.
�Is she coming back?� I asked.
�Don�t think so, mate.�
�What about Tilly�s stuff?�
Dad pressed his hands to his face, like his head was hurting. Like I was the one hurting it. �I don�t know.�
I wanted to ask him about Cassie as well, where he�d gone and when he was coming back. But I didn�t want an answer. I knew he wasn�t just hanging out in the knackery, wasn�t just down the road. I didn�t know where he was, didn�t really want to know where either, because I knew for sure it was nowhere good.
���
The cops kept coming. Every time the car pulled up I felt a pit opening in my stomach. They were looking for Cassie, kept coming by to see if he�d called or contacted us, to see if we�d remembered anything. When they asked me questions I pretended to be stupid. I didn�t tell them what happened at Christmas, didn�t tell them what I�d heard Ian and Cassie saying in the knackery, what I�d seen in the plastic bag in the paddock. I knew anything I said about Ian would be a bad thing about Cassie as well. Even now, Ian was still in control of everything. I imagined my tongue was carved from wood and only simple words and thoughts could escape, that everything else would be blocked by that lumbering thing that sat behind my teeth like a terrible ache.
Wally and I developed a routine; each night we ate at the table properly, just the two of us. We didn�t see much of Mum, and when Dad got home from work he went straight to the fridge for a beer and sat in front of the TV all night. Wally set out placemats and forks and spoons, and poured us a cup of water each. Wally had started wearing one of Cassie�s jumpers, so stretched it seemed to swallow him right up. It made him look like a stranger.
On Friday I sat opposite Wally at the table. He had his clay in front of him, was rolling a ball of purple between his hands.
I stared at him until he looked up at me.
He didn�t tell me to stop. I needed something to happen. I needed to know I wasn�t all alone.
�Guess what I�m thinking,� I said.
�What?� he said.
�Guess what I�m thinking.�
His hands went still. I focused all my concentration, powered my brain message into the universe. I saw it beaming out of my eyes and sinking into Wally�s mind through his skull. I could feel it working, could feel our brains connecting in the way they were supposed to. His eye twitched and I knew it was a sign. He blinked three times quickly and I knew it was a sign. But then Wally picked up a stick of green clay and looked down at his hands.
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WHEN THEY FOUND CASSIE�S CAR at Rustvale everything went black, but when the colour came back I was relieved. They didn�t tell us much; that his car was at the side road at the edge of the national park where the walking trails start. His wallet was in the shrubs a few yards from the car, which he�d left unlocked. They said his car was clean, empty, except for his shoes, which were crammed under the seat, but that we wouldn�t be allowed to have them back.
I knew what they thought Rustvale meant, remembered Dad telling us what people did there, why people went there. Mum let out a wail that came from deep in her insides, and Dad�s fist clenched, pushed against his mouth that was opened wide. He didn�t make a sound.
I went to school and did my work, came home and did my homework, and sometimes I went for swims with Wally and sometimes we watched TV. I searched Cassie�s room for his knuckles. It was important that I found them, and I looked in all his secret places. I didn�t even want them for myself; I just wanted to make sure Ian didn�t have them, that he couldn�t get to them. That he couldn�t take away another thing.
For weeks Dad sat on the verandah every afternoon with a cask of wine as the sun set quick and early, while Mum stayed in her room, only leaving it to use the loo. After a while the cops stopped coming by, stopped calling. Dad said they�d stopped looking for Cassie; that he was out there somewhere, but if they hadn�t found him by now they probably never would.
���
Winter came around quickly, and also slowly, and I didn�t understand how time could be two speeds at once. Dad dropped me into town every Saturday. I had a doctor�s appointment in the city, and afterwards Dad would take me to Main Street so I could buy lollies. I didn�t eat them, though; I kept them in my special box and it was so full that soon I�d have to find somewhere else to keep them. Not even Wally knew what I was hiding. I was going to give them to Cassie when he came home, a welcome back present.
I was standing by the containers one Saturday, making calculations in my mind, when I saw a figure stop outside the window. I looked up. It was Ian, in his work gear: polo shirt, and the glint of his dinky name badge. His hair was longer, slicked back.
That same feeling washed over me, the exact same feeling I got every time I saw him head towards the knackery with Cassie trailing behind, every time I saw him on the verandah, his rattish face, packet of chips fused to his hand. It was chemical, like there was something fizzing in my body at the sight of him. I turned away, but a second later he was standing right beside me.
�Thought it was you,� he said.
I took a step back without realising, could feel my fists curl into stones.
�Hey,� he said. �I won�t bite.� He smiled, and the smile was warm, like the way you�d smile at a baby or a puppy. Someone you thought was harmless. He said he�d just finished work, that he�d seen me from the window and that he wanted to say hello.
�How was the funeral?� he asked.
�It wasn�t a funeral,� I said. I could hardly remember it. It was just us really: me, Mum and Dad, and Wally. A few of Dad�s cousins from the city. None of Cassie�s old teachers, no one he worked with at the Connolly. There was no body, no casket. It wasn�t even in a church. When we left the hall Dad�s windshield was smeared red with the guts of something feral.
�Sorry I didn�t make it,� Ian said.
�You weren�t invited,� I told him.
Ian smirked. �Jeez,� he said. �Well, who came then?�
�Why would anyone come?� I said.
Ian shrugged. �Say goodbye.�
�Why would anyone come after what he did?�
Ian didn�t answer. He didn�t know I knew and I wanted to keep it that way, keep the secret inside me forever so that Ian would have no reason to want to hurt me. Ian was free and Cassie was gone, but I wanted Ian to be gone from my brain too.
�I read about what happened,� Ian said. �In the paper. I had no idea. I figured he�d been depressed but I didn�t know that�s what it was about. The cops asked me a few questions as well, but I couldn�t help them.�
I wanted it to stop. I felt my hands begin to ache, spreading down my bones.
�Do you still see them?� Ian asked. �The cops, I mean. Are they still looking for more information?�
�Information about what?�
�About what he did to Tilly.�
I shook my head. I couldn�t speak.
�So it�s pretty much case closed then.� He whipped his head around to look out the window. He�d got what he came in for. He knew he was safe, that he�d got away with it, got away with everything. He reached up to scratch his nose, and my eyes narrowed in on what was dangling from his wrist.
�What�s that?� I said, and he yanked his hand down, wrapped his other hand around his wrist, but I�d already got a good look. He was wearing a bracelet of green and black wooden beads. Something snapped in my brain. My stomach filled with poison. �That�s Cassie�s,� I said. �What are you doing with Cassie�s bracelet?�
�It�s not Cassie�s,� he said.
�Yeah, it is.�
�It probably just looks the same.�
�No,� I said. �Tilly gave it to him for Christmas. That exact one. I remember.�
He stared at me for a second too long. �She gave me one as well,� he said. �Went and bought another one from the shops after I told her I liked it.� He blinked slowly. Something shifted in his face, like he was scrubbing all the expression away until his face was just a mask, covering something else.
But she made the bracelet herself, I wanted to say. I wanted to scream. �Did you kill Mango?� I said instead. I was nearly as tall as him now, and stared at him hard, the same way he always stared at me.
He smiled, pulled his sunglasses down from his head and over his eyes. I could see the faded scar on his cheek where the scratch had been. He lifted his hand when he saw my eyes looking, trailed his finger along the dent.
I didn�t wait for an answer. �I have to go,� I said. I could feel something rising inside me, and I knew if I stayed any longer I might kill him. I knew I might rip his head right off, done to him what he did to Mango. I knew Cassie wasn�t coming back. Ian had made sure of that. He was gone and Ian was free. He�d swept into our lives and ruined everything, wrecked every moving thing he touched, and if I stayed a minute longer I knew I would make him pay for all of it.
I went outside without choosing my lollies, could feel Ian watching me as I crossed the street to where Dad was waiting for me in the pub car park. I was hot all over from my brain being throttled. Clear and peaceful, that was all that mattered. I took a deep breath, and got to work erasing the rubbish from my mind until everything was clean and normal, for a while at least.
���
The sports carnival was coming up, and the next weekend I took Cassie�s joggers from his cupboard to see if they fit me. I�d outgrown my own, hadn�t worn them since the cross-country the year before, when Wally came last and I came second-last because we walked almost the whole thing when Wally started wheezing a few hundred metres in. I�d run in the boys� race and no one had even noticed. They�d notice now, though. Mum hadn�t tried to cut our hair for months. I could pull my hair into a ponytail, and it was beautiful; the best thing I�d ever owned.
I untied the laces, sat on the end of Cassie�s bed and slipped my foot into the right shoe. But my foot didn�t go all the way; there was something hard in the toe end. I stuck my hand in and felt something mouse-soft, pulled it out. It was the green pouch. I felt the knuckles through the velveteen, the hard, familiar knobs.
I unpicked the gold cord and turned the pouch upside down, let the knuckles fall into my palm. They were cold as cement, and I touched each one with the pad of my thumb. It was like they were glowing, the most special thing, and even though Cassie had hidden them, it was as if they were hidden just for me, a present. I cupped my hands and rattled them around like a castanet, held my hands to my ear. I picked out the smallest knuckle and clicked it against my teeth.
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