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				Chapter One

				Mud. In her mouth, her nose and her eyes. Mud in her hair and caked on her neck and her arms. Mud filling her shoes and seeping through her clothes. She lay sprawled on her side, a garbled, barely distinct sound coming from her: ‘Jaymartinjaymartin’. One eye opened, then the other. She coughed, spat, tried to clear her throat. Mud was stuck to her tongue, her gums and the top of her mouth. Still she said the words ‘Jaymartinjaymartin’. She tried to sit up, but her left shoulder and arm ached and needle-sharp pain stabbed her fingers, her palms and the backs of her hands. Sand and stones tormented her broken skin. She fell back. She pushed herself up on her other elbow. ‘Jaymartinjaymartinjaymartin.’

				Her world was mud and pain.

				‘What’s your name?’ A boy was sitting on a kitchen table floating in a muddy pool.

				At his feet was a child’s doll, the head lolling to one side. Hair as pale as straw hung off the scalp, its eyes loose and drooping.

				‘Jaymartinjaymartin.’

				He stepped forward and slapped her hard across the face. ‘Shut up that stupid talk.’

				She fell sideways, her body shaking. She covered her face with her hands. Light rain was now falling.

				He went back to his table.

				The girl turned away from him. Screeching seagulls swooped out of the low grey cloud. She heard crashing sounds and voices calling as she dragged herself up onto her knees. Like a swarm of scavenging animals, men were pushing aside planks of wood and sheets of tin. They moved around the broken walls of brick. Then came the roaring, deafening sound of a helicopter, blades whirring, turning above them. Huge up-drafts of wind tossed mud and water flying. What did it mean? What was happening?

				He asked her again, ‘What’s your name?’

				‘Name?’ Her voice was oddly high-pitched like a small child’s. ‘Jaymartinjaymartin,’ she began and then stopped. This time the boy repeated, ‘Jaymartin? What do you mean, Jay Martin? James Martin?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				‘But that’s a bloke’s name. It can’t be yours.’

				She spat mud from her mouth. ‘Have you got any water? A drink.’

				He nodded. ‘Water. What a joke.’ He held his arms out to the rain. ‘At my place. You can come with me, if you like.’

				Like? What did he mean? She felt nothing.

				She dragged herself free of the mud like someone crawling out of quicksand. She followed him past a wardrobe with the door hanging loose, a cupboard spewing folders and sheets of paper, a couch with its cushions floating on the sea of mud.

				Everywhere people were bent over the mounds of brickwork that had been houses. They were pushing aside smashed-up stairs, digging at heaps of battered machinery and twisted metal. Everything tossed and broken.

				Over the soft sound of rain came the cry of a lone dog and the constant harsh call of gulls.

				She walked slowly, every muscle in her body screaming out to her to stop. What had done this? Earthquake? Bombs? She stumbled over mounds of rock and mud, leaning for a moment against a tree trunk torn from the ground.

				The boy kept turning his head to look at her. The rain ran down over his head and plastered his straggly brown hair to his back. He led her around more muddy pools, past an upturned boat to his place: the shell of someone’s house, roofed with sheets of tin.

				‘My palace,’ he said, and he bowed low as if he was showing off something fantastic. She stepped around the upturned bath and the broken filing cabinet and flopped down onto a sandstone block. Across from her, a car was wedged where a wall had been, as if someone had driven it into the house and then couldn’t back it out. The bonnet was crushed and one of the wheels was twisted and buckled.

				‘That’s where I sleep,’ the boy said. ‘Better than the hard ground.’

				He bent to pick up a bowl of water and passed it to her. Ignoring the pain that racked her hands, she gulped it, as if she hadn’t drunk for a long time. Some of it splashed down her front.

				‘You hurt me.’ She touched her face where he’d slapped her.

				‘You were talking rubbish, babbling that name. Who is he?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				‘What’s your name?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				What was her name? Why was this other one in her head? Jay Martin. James Martin? She started again, softly, saying it over and over.

				Whack. The boy came forward and slapped her again.

				She fell back.

				He seized her elbow and dragged her onto her knees.

				‘Shut up! Stop your gabbling. You sound crazy. You’re gunna have to use your brains.’ He squatted, his face in close to her. ‘There’s lots of people everywhere dead and missing and everything’s wrecked.’

				She noticed the blue shadow of a bruise down his left cheek.

				‘What’s your name?’ she whispered.

				‘Peri.’ He drew back from her. ‘Sorry about that. I had to get you to shut up. But I’ll do it again if you start.’ He pulled his wet T-shirt off and wrung it out. ‘You’ve got blood on your arm and you should clean up your hands. Bathroom’s over there.’ He waved his hand to the opposite brick wall, where buckets filled with water were lined up.

				She went slowly across and chose one, scooping up water and splashing it on her face and on her arms. Thin brown trails ran over her pale skin as the caked blood washed away. She poured some of the water into another small bowl and soaked her hands. Peri came and crouched beside her. ‘Looks like you put up a fight against a barbed-wire fence.’

				Slowly, wincing, she washed dirt and sand from the cuts and torn patches of skin.

				‘You’ve got blood too.’ She pointed to his knuckles and an angry slash across his hand.

				‘Nah, it’s nothing.’

				When she had finished she sat back on the block of stone and blew on her aching fingers. ‘Where is everyone? Why is everything wrecked? What happened? Where are we?’

				‘Well, it is Sydney, though it doesn’t look like it. I dunno what this suburb was. It rained and it rained,’ he said. ‘I saw on this big screen last night that they reckon there was this cyclone like the ones they get up north. It was out at sea and then it turned and huge waves came roaring up over the beaches and the land and it just took everything for nearly a kilometre. It never happened like that before, not round here. There’re lots of people dead or missing and injured and everything’s smashed up. The army’s been called in to rescue people, and the SES.’ He paused. ‘There were some people, police and rescue mobs, came through yesterday and I reckon there’ll soon be a whole gang of soldiers. Be good. Get rid of some of the scavengers.’

				‘Who?’

				‘Those people we saw. They’re just looking for stuff so they can make some money.’

				‘Maybe they used to live there. Maybe that was their smashed house.’

				‘I reckon all the people in the house would be dead under the rubble or washed out to sea.’

				‘Why wasn’t I washed out?’ Her voice trailed away. Shivers ran from her chest, down her arms to her hands till her whole body was shaking. She couldn’t stop. She drew her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, entwining her fingers despite the pain from her cuts and torn skin. Backwards and forwards she rocked, teeth chattering. Who had she been with? What happened to them? Was it her mum or dad? Brothers or sisters?

				She took a deep breath and slowly steadied herself. ‘What will the soldiers do? Will they help us?’

				He shrugged.

				‘Do they take you somewhere?’

				‘Probably to a shelter.’

				‘What’s that?’

				‘Kind of like a hospital.’

				‘I don’t need a hospital.’ She touched the back of her head. ‘But my head really hurts. And my hands are a mess.’

				‘Are you sure you don’t know what your name is? What I can call you?’ said Peri.

				She thought for a minute. Nothing. There was nothing in her head but a small voice and that name she kept repeating.

				‘I don’t know. I can’t remember.’

				‘You must have a name. What about that Martin person you were jabbering on about. Is he your father?’

				‘I don’t know. It’s like words in my head. It’s all I know.’

				Her father? Was he? How could she know her father’s name but not her own? Who was he? What did he look like? And her mother? What about her? She frowned, trying to summon a picture.

				She fell silent. Empty. Unconnected.

				‘Where is he? Was he with you?’

				‘I don’t know.’ She stood up and moved to lean against the car.

				‘What about you?’ she said. ‘Where’s your family?’

				‘Haven’t got one. Don’t need one.’ He picked up a stick and scratched at the dirt at his feet. ‘My family’s all gone. This is where I live now.’

				Was hers all gone too? How could she not know? What did she know? She looked down at her hands. These are hands. These are fingers, knuckles, wrists, arms. I know stuff. I’m not stupid. But who am I?

				‘I’ve got some food,’ Peri said. ‘Are you hungry?’

				She nodded. When had she last eaten? What had she last eaten?

				She watched him climb into the car and come back with slices of bread and some fruit. He broke a banana into small pieces and handed her the sandwich he made with it. He held out a cup of water and she filled her mouth and rinsed off mud and salt-tasting sand.

				‘It’s not exactly a top restaurant,’ he said.

				‘It’s good.’ She ate hungrily, squashing the soft fruit between her teeth, feeling it take into her stomach the last little bits of grit.

				‘How did you get that bruise on your face? I thought you said you weren’t in all the mess.’

				‘I wasn’t.’

				‘So? ’

				‘So mind your own business.’

				When they’d finished she looked at him and said simply, ‘I don’t know what to do.’

				‘You can stay here if you like.’

				‘Stay with you? ’

				‘Have you got a better idea? You can sleep in the car.’

				‘But I need to find out who I am. Maybe someone is looking for me. I must have a family out there.’

				‘You don’t need a family. You can be all right on your own.’

				She shook her head. She felt lost, alone.

				‘I could show you where there’s one of those kind of hospital places.’

				‘What for? I’m not sick. There must be somewhere else.’

				He shrugged. ‘There’s a rescue centre where they give out food and blankets and stuff like that. It’s OK but you have to steer clear of the cops. They might want to put you somewhere for lost kids. You know, like a kids’ home. There’re loads of kids wandering around. They’re everywhere. And they might grab me too.’

				‘What’s wrong with that?’

				‘I’m not getting bossed around by anyone. That’s what happens in places like that. They make you do stuff that you don’t want to do, and if you don’t do it they whack you.’

				They were quiet for a while. The rain had stopped and the girl felt her sore limbs warm in the sun. She rolled her shoulders, wincing a little from the pain, then stretched out her legs and flexed her ankles.

				‘If you don’t know your name,’ said Peri, ‘we should make one up just so I can call you something.’

				‘Like what?’

				‘I dunno.’

				‘Have you got a mum or a sister? I could borrow their name.’

				He looked away.

				‘What did you think when you first saw me?’

				‘I thought you were dead.’

				‘Well, that won’t work as a name.’

				‘I saw your bright red T-shirt in the mud and I went over to see what it was. I could call you Red.’

				‘Sounds like dead. Try other words that mean red.’

				‘Rose. Scarlet. Ruby.’

				Rose? That felt familiar. Ruby? She felt she knew the word but as she tried to grasp the thought it darted from her mind, like a little fish zipping through water.

				‘What’s a ruby?’

				‘You know. A jewel. A bright red jewel. Like rich people wear.’

				She looked at her torn, mud-stained T-shirt. ‘That’s not me.’

				‘I’m just gunna call you Red. I reckon you might even have red hair – under all that mud.’

				‘Suit yourself.’ She closed her eyes. Her head hurt. Her hands hurt. She wanted to think about what had happened but it was too hard. Later. She’d think later.

				‘That place where they give out the food,’ said Peri, ‘I could just sneak in and get stuff. I’ve done that before.’

				‘But how does that help me find out who I am?’

				‘Worry about that when you get more food in your belly. And you need some clothes. I have to get more water too. This rainwater won’t last and all the pipes are wrecked. The sewers are leaking everywhere.’

				She looked down at her mud-encrusted jeans. No running water. No washing. No clean clothes. No toilets. Nothing to drink. No one to turn to. Suddenly she could feel every bit of her body. It was as if all of her flesh was squeezing her stomach, pressing in on it and then moving away to leave only a shell, an emptiness. Her hands were shaking.

				‘This is crazy. We can’t live like this, on our own. We need to go and find someone to help us. We have to.’

				‘No way.’

				‘Why can’t we go to the police or the soldiers? ’

				‘’Cos we can’t.’ He was yelling at her now, his face red and frowning. ‘People say they’ll help you but they just want to control you and tell you what to do.’ He turned away from her, mumbling something, pressing his hands down into the pockets of his jeans.

				‘Sor-ry.’ Her voice came out as a whisper.

				‘I’ll go to the Centre. You stay here,’ he said. ‘It’ll be quicker if I go by myself.’

				He walked off. She watched him growing smaller and smaller till he disappeared. Why was she staying here, doing what he said? And why wasn’t he with his family? What had happened to them?

				A seagull cawed overhead, swooped around in a wide arc and came down to land only a metre from her. Red leant forward. Another gull flew in and then another. They tottered towards her on their skinny red legs. ‘Ruby legs,’ she whispered. ‘Sorry. I’ve got nothing to feed you. Nothing to feed myself.’

				The afternoon dragged on. The clouds had disappeared and Red moved every so often to follow the sun. Heat in the stones dried her jeans and the warmth relaxed her sore muscles. Then it became too hot and she moved herself into a spot where the remaining bits of the wall cast a cooler shadow. She looked out over the shattered landscape. The scavengers were gone. I am the only person in the world. Despite the heat, she shivered. She looked down at the dirt at her feet. A line of ants marched out from under a fallen sandstone block, turned right at the edge of a pile of bricks and disappeared back under a fallen wooden beam. They knew where to go. What if Peri didn’t come back? What if someone did grab him and stopped him from coming? What if the rain started again and more waves came and reached in to her and destroyed this place? What if . . . what if . . . Her body was shaking again. She slumped forward and tears welled in her eyes. What if . . . At her feet were crushed leaves stuck in pockets of muddy water. Fallen from their branch, adrift. That’s me. Come back, Peri, come back. Stop it. Stop these thoughts. You are alive. He has found you and fed you and he has promised to come back.

				She sat up and ran her thumbs through her salty hair, trying to break up the muddy clumps. Her skin was dry and itchy. She scratched her back and neck. Her fingers brushed against a leather cord. She pulled at it and from under her T-shirt came a long, looping strand and on the end of it a solid metal tube. She spat on it and rubbed it clean. Smooth metal locket. Who had given it to her? Did she always wear it?

				Was this a clue to who she was? She gripped the locket tightly, ignoring the pain in her hands.

				She wanted Peri to return. She stood up and saw him picking his way over the slabs of broken concrete. She waved and called out, ‘Peri, Peri.’ Then as he came closer, she felt silly and she stepped back into the shadow and was silent as he came up to her.

				‘What did you get?’

				‘Food. There’s enough fruit for a few days and they had packets of stuff – special rations that soldiers have. There’s even chocolate. And I scrounged a backpack and I got you some clothes.’

				He shook out a bag on the ground. Coloured T-shirts, men’s and boys’ style, landed at her feet. ‘I had to say they were for me,’ he grinned and waved his hand over his skinny chest. ‘You’re nearly as big as me. I reckon they’ll fit you.’ He sat down. ‘Any visitors while I was away?’

				She shook her head. ‘As if. I found this, though. I was wearing it round my neck.’ She passed him the locket.

				‘Weird,’ he whispered. It lay flat on his palm. He stroked it with the fingers of his other hand, turned it over and traced a tiny ridge along the top. ‘It might open. There might be something inside.’ He scratched it with his thumbnail. ‘Pity we haven’t got a knife or something sharp.’

				‘Couldn’t we ask at the centre?’ said Red. ‘We should go in there anyway. There must be records and people looking for other people. Someone must know me. I’m not some freak from another planet.’

				Peri shrugged. ‘It’s crazy, Red. Nobody’s got time for a kid like you. They’re putting up tents but there are way too many people. All their computers are down and there are piles and piles of clothes and toys but only a few people to hand them out and everyone’s sticking up photos of relatives they’ve lost and there are reporters and cops and everyone’s going totally wild.’ He passed the locket back to Red. ‘We can go back there tomorrow but if you want to find out who you are, I reckon you’ll have to do it yourself.’
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				Chapter Two

				It grew darker. Peri wrenched open the doors of the car.

				‘You can have the back seat if you like. I’ll take the front.’

				Red curled up on the cracked plastic, her head on the door’s armrest. She smelt fungus and decay. In the mud on the floor was orange peel and screwed-up bags that had once held takeaway food: the smell of stale pizza slices, hamburgers, tomato sauce and cold fat lingered.

				Through the broken back window of the car, the stars were vague and indistinct, half covered with streaks of cloud. She stared at them, wishing she could identify them in some way, to know them. Eventually her eyes closed and she fell into a troubled sleep.

				In the morning, over a handful of dried apricots and chocolate, she said, ‘I want to go back and look around where you found me.’

				‘Why? There’s no one left out there,’ Peri said. ‘When I found you I’d been all round that part.’

				‘I still want to see it,’ she said quietly. ‘It might make me remember something. And I want to go to the Centre and see the photos on the wall. Someone in my family might have been away for the day. My mum or my dad, they might have been at work in the city or visiting somewhere else. They could be desperate, going crazy looking for me right now.’

				‘OK, but I’m telling you, you won’t find anything.’

				They shared a packet of biscuits, crisp tasteless squares, and a bottle of strangely flavoured juice. ‘It’s what they have for soldiers,’ said Peri. ‘You can’t buy this in shops. It’s full of everything you need to stay alive in a battle zone. Protein and stuff. Another good reason not to join the army.’ He grinned. ‘They’re opening up all the emergency stuff they keep for when there’s a war.’ He wiped his face with the back of his hand. ‘It’s just like that out there. There are soldiers and police all over the place and tanks and army tents. And everywhere looks as though it’s been bombed.’

				They retraced their steps to the place where Peri had found her. ‘I used to swim at the next beach down that way.’ He waved his hand to the south. ‘The cliff collapsed there in the storm. You’d have to be a mad dog to swim there now.’

				‘And all those houses are wrecked or gone,’ said Red.

				They scrambled over the rubble, the smashed furniture and the dead and broken trees. She could hear the sea, the low, even murmuring of the water washing itself against the land. Then she saw it. Far in the distance the clear blue of the sky rubbed up against the duller blue-green of the ocean. Closer in, its colour changed to the brown of floating tree branches, timber and mud. Each crashing wave dumped more rubbish on the narrow strip of land.

				She couldn’t take her eyes away. The sound, the rhythm, the feeling . . . she was being picked up, rolled over, dumped, water above her. Water below her, pushing her on and down.

				She was shaking. Tears streamed down her face. Her chest tightened. She gulped and forced herself to turn around, to put the sea behind her.

				‘Did you hear what I said?’ Peri frowned. ‘There used to be an unreal beach down there.’ He pointed. ‘In the olden days there was about a hundred metres of sand when the tide was out. Kids used to surf ’cos it had the best waves. Sand’s all gone now. Once I met this old bloke who said that when he was a kid they used to have big carnivals at the beach. Hundreds of surf lifesavers and kids too, all competing for prizes. Swimming, boat racing and marching. He’d said he had photos to prove it and one day he’d bring them down and show me but he never did.’

				‘Maybe I lived in a house around here.’ Red was trying to talk normally. She turned to right and left, her eyes skimming over the mounds of mud and bricks, timber, lumps of concrete, wire, furniture and toys. A shimmering blue party dress, the skirt torn into dangling shreds, hung from the upturned roots of a Moreton Bay fig tree.

				‘Or you could’ve been just visiting.’

				They slowly picked their way back. Part of Red wanted to search under every scrap of debris but another part felt sure there was nothing to find. She kicked at a pile of bricks under sheets of iron. Black flies shot up like an exploding firework. She saw a swollen, rotting animal, its matted hair, distorted face. Someone’s dog. A putrid smell. Red’s stomach leapt to her throat. She stumbled forward and knelt in the mud as acrid-tasting vomit poured from her mouth. The smells of dead and rotting grass, stagnant pools and the foul water leaking from broken pipes hung all around her.

				‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said.

				Back at the ‘palace’, Peri put the remaining food into the backpack. Red rinsed her mouth and sorted through the new clothes, choosing a pair of pale cotton shorts and a bright yellow T-shirt with a foot-ball logo.

				‘Don’t turn round,’ she said as she pulled her red top over her head. Her mud-soaked jeans were harder to take off. She undid the top and rolled the stiffened fabric slowly down over her thighs. The gashes on her hands still stung. Blue-green bruises covered both her knees and were scattered over her shins. She pulled on the T-shirt and shorts and brushed at the dirt on her legs. The clothes were big on her but she felt freer, more able to move.
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