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INTO THE TREES


I’m running along the boardwalk, wind and sand stinging my arms. It’s after work and I have the track to myself. A handful of surfers are battling the choppy waves, and the Williamsons are walking on the beach like they do every morning and afternoon in their matching sports gear and orthopaedic shoes. Their silver heads are bowed against the wind, but they’re still holding hands. It makes me feel emptier than usual.


Dark storm clouds scud across the sky. Next to me the palm trees shake and creak. I keep running, away from town, towards a fork in the track. The main path continues along the beach. A smaller trail heads into the rainforest and turns to dirt underfoot. I know before I reach the fork which way I’m going, even though it will further punish my leg.


I can live with the pain. It wasn’t that long ago I couldn’t run at all. And then I could, and didn’t want to. But sharing the bungalow with Maggie and watching her lace up running shoes every day finally got me off the couch. For a while we ran together, but I was too slow that first month or so. She was adamant she didn’t mind, though she’d never tell me if she did. I made the decision for her by running in the afternoons. Turns out I like the solitude.


In the rainforest, there’s little hint of the gale blowing on the beach. It’s cooler in here, and quieter. Ferns taller than me crowd along the track, and the fronds brush my arms when I stray too close. Fig trees stretch overhead, branches so thick they almost blot out the sky.


I concentrate on the sound of my feet hitting the hard-packed dirt. A butterfly flitters ahead of me, a flash of electric blue near the dark forest floor.


Pandanus Beach is tucked away, well off the highway, bordered by the ocean and closed in by mountains and rainforest. Being able to run along this lush, sheltered path is one of the reasons I’m still here.


I climbed off the bus nine months ago alongside a bunch of dreadlocked surfers, not too long after my eighteenth birthday. My plan was to hang around for a few weeks and then move on. It took me a while to find the right place, a place where I wouldn’t be noticed. Almost everywhere reminds me of Jude.


Jude would have loved it here. He’d go anywhere as long as there was a beach and a decent bar. He would have owned Pan Beach in a fortnight.


The pain hits my chest so hard my knees buckle. I stumble, barely managing to keep my feet. I try to catch my breath. But it’s not a lack of oxygen that’s my problem, it’s the weight. The cruel, crushing weight.


I lean against a fig tree, the trunk rough with dried moss. My chest heaves, my throat burns and I let the tears come. For a while, that’s all I do, sob and breathe in cool forest air, fighting the urge to scream. I have to pull it together. I’m stronger than this.


As I straighten, something moves to my left. A flicker. I turn my head and peer into the dense trees, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand. There’s only a spider web strung between tree trunks, glinting silver. Nothing. Another flicker, at the edge of my vision. It’s gone by the time my eyes track it. I wait, hold my breath. There. A shadow, gone again before I blink. It’s not a wallaby. Way too tall.


‘Hey,’ I call out, but my voice is still thick from crying. If someone is here, I need to sound less pathetic. ‘Stop screwing around.’


The silence is unnatural now. I can’t hear the surf or the wind. The afternoon light is fading quickly around me.


‘Fuck this.’ I make my voice hard and sharp, and scan the vines and trees. Then I take off. My plan is to look like I’m casually jogging back the way I came but, two steps on, adrenaline kicks in and I’m running flat out.


I’ve never noticed how much this trail twists and turns. How close the trees are. The rainforest is full of shadows, so when I see a dark shape flitting between the ferns to my right, it takes a moment to realise there really is someone in here. Shadowing me. With ease.


I can’t turn to look. I can’t take my eyes off the track or the tree roots that sprout out of it. I’m fifty metres from the tree line, ferns and webs slapping against my arms and legs. Thirty metres. A vine hits my face. Blood pounds in my ears and my lungs burn. Ten metres. Almost there. I strain to hear footsteps behind me, but the wind muffles everything now.


I burst out of the trees.


Where are the surfers? I take the beach track, ignoring the jarring in my bad leg. I hit the sand and my feet sink, but I keep going. Halfway to the waterline, my legs finally turn to jelly. My breath is ragged and my chest is about to explode. I collapse to my knees and look back.


No one has followed me out of the rainforest.


‘Hello, love.’


I look up to see the Williamsons on their way back towards town.


‘Are you all right, dear?’ Mrs Williamson has to shout to be heard over the wind. Her straw hat is clutched between her arthritic fingers.


I hold up a hand. I still can’t speak. I offer a thumbs up, and they both smile, probably chalking up my bizarre behaviour to some new fitness craze. The run-for-your-life-and-collapse-in-the-sand workout.


I stay on my knees, eyes on the trees. As the sun drops lower in the sky the spiky shadow of a palm tree lengthens across the sand.


No one is coming out of the forest. I feel stupid.


I wish it was all I felt.




NOT SO SWEET DREAMS


Maggie and I are in the red laminate kitchen of our bungalow. Mottled shadows from the jacaranda tree flicker across the bench, hiding the scratches and red wine stains. Maggie has pushed her knitting aside while she reads. Outside, the surf is constant, muffled; the beach is down the hill, about half a kilometre away.


Yesterday’s gale is forgotten. I wish I could say the same about what happened in the rainforest. I keep turning it over, trying to figure it out. I was on edge before the figure shadowed me out of the trees. It’s as if my body sensed a threat before I saw that dark shape. But was there a threat, really? It seemed impossible this morning, waking up with the sun in my eyes and a clear blue sky outside. Unreal. Now I’m not sure the figure was even there.


Maggie has been staring at the laptop for a few minutes, her muesli untouched. I move into a patch of sunlight and rinse the dishes in the sink. I can’t help myself – I check over her shoulder to see which part she’s up to.


She looks around at me. ‘You really wrote this?’


I nod, wary.


She sips her coffee. ‘Gaby . . . this stuff’s in your head?’


‘I have weird dreams.’


‘But what made you put it online?’ She gestures to the screen. ‘Why this website?’


‘Dark Thoughts?’ I wipe my hands on a damp tea towel. ‘The short story with the most votes wins a thousand bucks.’


She stares back at the screen, clicks the mouse and then looks at me again. I’m wearing old jeans and a yellow T-shirt. At least I look harmless. Maggie doesn’t seem so sure any more. Whatever happened in the rainforest yesterday, I can’t tell her about it. Not now.


She gets up from the table and puts her cup on the bench. She’s still in her running gear, her streaky blonde hair in a neat ponytail. Her skin looks so healthy she’s almost glowing. Maggie is just about an official local attraction, alongside the surf beach and the annual beer and wine festival. She works at the Green Bean, an organic café on the esplanade run by her mother. Tourists go there because they’ve read about it in glossy foodie magazines. For the locals, Maggie is as much of a draw.


‘Don’t look at me like that,’ I say. ‘Maybe I like this stuff because it’s not real.’ I run a hand through my hair, which is not blonde or neat. It’s dark and hard to manage. A bit like me.


‘I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with it. It’s just a little gory, that’s all. I didn’t even know you liked to write.’ Her smile is easier now. This is firmer territory. ‘Have you got any other stories?’


She means any others not involving hell-beasts and beheadings. I give her a lopsided grin. ‘It’s all right, Mags, I won’t make you read any more.’


Her face falls. ‘Oh, babe, I didn’t mean—’


‘Stop that,’ I say, catching her eye.


‘No, really, if you want to talk about, you know, stuff.’


I really don’t want to have this conversation. ‘Margaret Jane,’ I say in my best impression of her mother. ‘It’s not that big a deal.’


‘But it’s getting close, though, isn’t it?’


I keep smiling. ‘It’s okay.’ It’s a lie, but it’s the easiest thing to say.


In eight days, it’ll be a year since Jude died. He was my twin.


‘Don’t you have to work this morning?’ I ask.


Maggie glances at the clock on the microwave and sighs. ‘I’d better get moving.’ She takes two steps towards the hall and stops. ‘You know you can talk to me, right?’


‘I know. Thanks.’


I like Maggie. She’s the only person I’ve felt normal with since the accident. And I know she’s had her own share of loss. But this isn’t something I’m going to chat about over coffee.


She leaves the kitchen slowly, in case I change my mind. I go to turn off the laptop. I know every word, but I have to read the story again, try to see it through Maggie’s eyes. The nightclub draped with corpses. The hell-beast with the glistening teeth and toaster head. Me, cutting that head off with a sword, alongside a guy who has vivid green eyes and smells like sandalwood.


I’m surprised Maggie made it through as far as she did. I’m glad she didn’t ask me how much of it I’d actually dreamed, or how often the guy with the green eyes turns up to fight monsters at my side. Morning after morning, I wake up with him lingering in my thoughts and I feel guilty without any idea why.


I’ve called him Matt. In the end it was a relief to get him out of my head and onto paper.




HAPPY HOUR


It’s late Friday afternoon and Rick’s is starting to fill up. It’s the only place to be this time of the week. The bar opens onto the street and Maggie and I are sitting at the window, chatting to people we know as they walk past outside. The sun has dipped behind the headland, leaving a soft purple glow in the sky over the ocean. Down the esplanade, fairy lights shimmer in the old poinciana trees. I love those trees. When I got off the bus last year, I stepped onto their carpet of orange blossom. I felt safe underneath those branches. Protected.


‘Hello, ladies.’ Simon stacks glasses together and puts them on his tray, then wipes down the open window ledge we’re leaning on. ‘How are we this fine evening?’


‘Glad the week’s over,’ Maggie says.


Simon looks at me, waiting. He’s Rick’s younger brother, working shifts to pay his way through uni.


‘Thirsty,’ I say, holding up my empty beer bottle.


He leans around Maggie to grab it. ‘Let me rectify that.’


I let him take it, and pretend not to notice him checking me out. Simon meets my gaze, knowing he’s been caught. He’s the sort of guy most girls find sexy: close-cropped tawny hair, Japanese-style tats on his arms and long eyelashes. Easy company. Hot body. And still hopeful I’ll go home with him some night.


‘Imagine what he’d do if you wore a short skirt,’ Maggie says when he heads back to the bar. ‘He’d probably have a heart attack.’


I look down at my T-shirt and cargos and then at her. ‘We can’t all pull off that outfit.’


Maggie is wearing a short denim skirt and a black vest. ‘You could,’ she says, grinning. ‘You’re just not brave enough.’


‘You’ve got that right.’ I might be toned again, but I’m still not flashing too much skin – for a number of reasons.


After our second beer, Maggie leans in close. ‘Take a look at the new arrival at the bar. He hasn’t stopped staring at you.’


I turn and skim the faces. Nothing of interest, as usual. But then I see him and stop breathing.


‘Don’t gawk.’ Maggie nudges me, her beer sloshing.


I turn back.


It’s impossible.


He looks like the guy I keep dreaming about. Exactly like him: short dirty-blond hair, messy like he’s just woken up, a face too masculine to be pretty, and a lean, muscular body. T-shirt and jeans.


I look again. He’s facing me now, elbows behind him on the worn wooden bar as if he owns the place. All he needs is a sword in one hand and a severed head in the other.


He’s watching me watching him. He can’t be more than twenty.


I finish my drink. ‘My shout. Ready?’


‘You’re going to talk to him?’ Maggie’s eyes widen, mocking me.


‘Yep.’


‘Wait up.’ She empties her beer and covers her mouth to hide the smallest of burps. ‘Let’s go.’ She heads straight for him.


I follow her, not really sure what I’m doing.


Maggie props her arms on the bar and waits to be served. I position myself between her and the Matt lookalike, and pretend I’m trying to get Rick’s or Simon’s attention.


‘Interesting place.’ The voice next to me is low, with a slight growl to it. He even sounds like Matt. Or how Matt sounds in my head.


I turn to him, trying hard to be casual about it. He’s studying me, almost wary. His eyes are green, eyelashes long . . . god, it is Matt. This guy is real.


There’s only one explanation.


‘Do I know you?’


His laugh comes from somewhere deep in his chest. ‘Are you seriously chatting me up?’


‘What? No.’ I bite my lip and turn away.


Somebody shoot me, please. I haven’t given anyone a second glance since well before the accident. And here I am blushing because this guy happens to resemble someone I see in my increasingly violent dreams.


He looks past me. ‘Friend of yours? She’s cute.’


Maggie is working hard to pretend she’s not listening, but her lip twitches and gives her away. I take a step back. ‘Don’t let me get in the way.’


‘But I came all this way to see you, Gabe.’


I stiffen. ‘How do you know my name?’


He frowns and looks at Maggie again before his attention settles back on me. He measures his words. ‘I knew your brother.’


‘What?’ The chatter in the room spikes. Loud voices, laughter, clinking glasses: a wall of noise. The shelf of cocktail bottles behind him blurs. I grip the bar.


‘Tell me what happened,’ he says.


I breathe in and out. In. And out. Someone calls Simon’s name.


‘Tell me,’ he says again. ‘You were there, right?’


All the guilt and grief and anger are back in the space of a heartbeat, suffocating me. ‘Of course I was there.’ I clench my teeth. ‘I was in the car.’


Maggie puts her arm around my waist. ‘Back off,’ she says to him with as much venom as I’ve heard from her.


It’s his turn to stare. ‘The car? What car?’


I give him a black look. ‘I don’t need this.’ I push away from Maggie.


I make it a few paces before he grabs my arm. ‘Gabe.’


I jerk away from him. ‘Fuck off.’


He lets go, and glances at the faces around us. A few drinkers are watching with interest. He takes a deep breath then smiles like nothing has happened. ‘Come on, let me buy you a drink.’


‘Why?’


‘To talk.’


‘About Jude?’ I hate how much my voice still cracks when I say his name.


‘Yeah.’


‘Why?’


His smile fades. ‘Because I miss him.’


And that’s all it takes.




ONE TOO MANY


He buys us both beers and leads me to the corner of the room. Somehow he finds a spare table with a stool, which I take. Maggie stays at the bar, but has one eye on us and the other on the curly haired surfer next to her. He’s still in his boardies, shirtless, and well aware she’s enjoying the view.


‘Gabe—’


‘That’s not my name.’


‘What?’


There’s a lot of chatter around us and I have to speak up. ‘It’s Gaby. Who the hell are you?’


He gives me a strange smile. ‘Rafa.’


Not a common name. I search my memories. ‘He never mentioned you. You couldn’t have known Jude that well.’ Of course I’ve seen him almost every night for a year, but I’m not telling him that.


He watches me for a moment and then pulls out his phone. He flips through a few images, and then turns it to me. My breath catches. It’s Jude, smiling, with a box of beer on one shoulder. He’s walking towards the camera, wearing a Led Zeppelin T-shirt, untucked. I can’t see past his knees, but I’d put a week’s wages on him wearing combat boots. He has – had – dark hair like me, and it’s threatening to fall into his eyes. He looks different from how I remember him. Wilder somehow.


Rafa flicks his thumb across the screen and another image comes into view. This time it’s the two of them, shoulder to shoulder, with a packed stadium behind them. A footy match. They’re both laughing. Another, Jude and Rafa again, pretty blonde girls on either side of them, trying to force their way into the frame. The girls are posing, Rafa’s brooding at the camera and Jude’s laughing at him.


I don’t realise I’m touching the screen until the image flicks off and another appears. Rafa hesitates and then lets me take the phone. This one is of Jude sitting at a table, outdoors somewhere. There’s an orange-streaked sky behind him and a calm sea. He’s wearing a beanie; his hair is sticking out underneath. His head and shoulders fill the frame, but he’s not looking at the camera. Something off-screen is holding his gaze. He’s thinking, trying to work something out. It’s the quiet Jude most people never got to see. He looks about seventeen, not long before the accident, but I can’t work out when any of these could have been taken.


I can’t look away. Seeing new images of Jude . . . I know it’s going to rip my heart out some time soon, but right now it feels like a gift.


‘Can you send me these?’


‘If you want.’


I can’t place his accent, which is rare for me.


‘When did you last see him?’


He’s measuring me again, as if it’s a trick question. He swigs his beer. ‘Just before you two took off.’ He looks me over. It’s not subtle. ‘Were you hurt?’


I nod.


‘How bad?’


‘Bad enough.’ I’m glad my hair’s down. It’s long enough to cover the back of my neck.


He raises his eyebrows.


I sigh. ‘Broken leg, two busted ribs, twenty stitches in my neck, bruised spleen, huge lump on my head.’ My fingers go to the spot where the lump was. It’s long gone, but the habit remains. ‘How come I’ve never heard of you?’


He runs his thumb down the length of his beer bottle. It’s very distracting. ‘You tell me.’


I look straight at him, at those green eyes, and I’m taken aback again by how familiar he is. I must have met him before. How else could I have pictured him so clearly? But why have I been dreaming of him?


‘I lost some things, after the accident. There are a few gaps here and there.’


In truth, the details of my life before the night of the crash are still in a fog. Leaving school, all the shit with my parents, it’s all sitting there under a layer of numbness I’m not ready to deal with.


Rafa leans forwards, and I smell sandalwood, the faintest trace of it.


‘So, what are you doing’ – he looks around – ‘here?’


‘It’s peaceful,’ I say without thinking. ‘I like it. Everything’s simple.’


‘And how long do you plan to keep things simple?’


‘As long as I can.’


‘I find that hard to believe.’


He settles back and the sandalwood is replaced by beer and wood-fired pizza, and a hint of frangipani blossom from somewhere outside. I watch, fascinated, as he tears the label off the bottle without looking. He rips neat long strips and then absently pastes them on the table in a row, like soldiers. Exactly how Jude used to.


For once, I’m thinking about Jude without it feeling as if I’m swallowing wet cement.


‘You wanted to talk about Jude?’


He nods. ‘Your shout, though.’


I raise my eyebrows, but go to the bar. Maggie is still with the surfer. He’s pulled on a T-shirt and tied back his bleached blond hair. She’s always polite to the guys who hit on her, but she actually seems interested in whatever he’s saying. She touches his arm when she speaks, her eyes bright.


Simon serves me. ‘Who’s that?’ he asks.


I follow his gaze and meet Rafa’s. ‘Friend of Jude’s.’


I go to pay, and find Simon staring at me. He’s never heard me say Jude’s name before, though Maggie told him the story, and I guess it’s taken him by surprise. ‘You okay?’


‘I’m fine.’ I avoid his eyes and take the beers back to the table.


‘New boyfriend?’ Rafa asks.


‘He’s on the shortlist.’


‘Brave man.’


I fold my hands on the table and wait.


‘You seriously want me just to talk about Jude?’


The truth is, I don’t know if I want him to or not, but I nod anyway. Rafa regards me. It takes him a few seconds to begin speaking.


‘We were in Egypt once,’ he says, ‘and Jude ate kushari from a roadside stall. Typical Jude, you know. Eat anything.’


I picture it as the story unfolds: an explosive stomach bug on a donkey ride. I’m listening, but the distance between me and Rafa is so much wider than the table separating us. I can’t stop thinking: I don’t remember Jude ever going to Egypt.


Rafa breaks into a grin as he describes Jude paying a couple of Egyptian pounds for a handful of toilet paper in a Third World loo, and Rafa having to pay extra so Jude could stay in there until it was safe to come out.


‘He was pale and sweaty. God, I laughed. But he cleaned himself up and still managed to pick up that night. The man had a gift. Here—’


With a few flicks of his thumb, Rafa brings up a photo of two tall guys on tiny donkeys in a dry landscape. A boy in a white dishdasha robe stands next to them, a huge smile on his face. They look ridiculous with their legs almost touching the ground. Both are wearing caps and sunglasses, but I’d know Jude anywhere, and the other rider is unmistakably Rafa. It doesn’t make any sense. Just how much did I lose in that car wreck?


I can’t focus. I need space. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I tell Rafa. I go to the ladies’ and splash water on my face. It doesn’t help.


Rafa watches me walk back through the crowded room and I feel heat climbing up from my chest. ‘You’re really going to keep this up?’ he asks when I sit back down.


I have no idea what he’s getting at, and when I don’t answer, he leans in closer.


‘What about if I do this?’ He runs his fingers through my hair, not quite far enough to discover the scar at the nape of my neck. It feels good. So good, I sigh.


With his hand still in my hair, he brings his lips down to my ear. ‘You’re not going to hit me?’


‘Not yet.’


‘What about if I do this.’ He kisses my neck, just under my ear, his warm tongue against my skin. I can’t help myself. I shudder with the pleasure of it. It’s been so long since I let anyone touch me. I don’t even mind that it’s my neck.


He pulls back, watches my eyes. He’s the type of guy who never goes home alone, but it’s as if he’s expecting rejection. From me. It’s endearing. I put my glass on the table and touch his lips with cool fingers. They’re as soft as they look.


I kiss him.


He kisses me back, but he’s not really committed. As though he’s waiting for something. I run my fingers over his arms, pull him to me. His grip tightens on my hair and his arm comes around my waist. He’s not waiting any more. It’s all heat and breath and tongue. I’ve never been kissed like this.


Finally, after what feels an indecently long time, we pull apart. His eyes are ocean-dark.


‘I had no idea you were this good.’ He’s breathing fast, but then so am I, and my head is a little swimmy, between the beer, the noise of the bar and the heat in my body. The night air is heavy with blossom and sandalwood.


‘I think it’s time to get you home.’ Maggie is beside me, pushing a half-full bottle out of my reach. I didn’t notice her coming. ‘Big day tomorrow. You have to work, remember?’


Rafa takes his hands from my waist. It’s not what I want. What I want is to take him back to my room and see what else I might be good at.


He finishes my beer. ‘Work where?’ He’s still watching me closely.


‘The library,’ Maggie says, steering me off the bar stool.


‘You work in a library?’


‘Certainly do.’ My legs are a little shaky so I keep hanging onto Maggie.


He throws his head back and laughs. ‘That’s priceless.’ He leans in and kisses me again, tongue and all, right in front of Maggie. I feel him smiling before he pulls back. ‘See you soon, Gaby.’


He disappears into the crowd, every girl he passes checking him out.


‘Oh, babe.’ Maggie squeezes my arm. ‘What’s got into you?’


I don’t answer because, honestly, I don’t know.




I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE THINKING


I wake up with a hangover. The pain in the base of my skull is a dull throb rather than a steady pounding, so I guess I should be grateful.


Maggie is in the kitchen when I shuffle in, reading the paper and drinking dark juice. Beetroot and carrot. My stomach turns.


‘So this is what tall, dark and handsome would have woken up to? You definitely owe me.’


I look down. I’m wearing grey tracksuit bottoms, a baggy white T-shirt with some sort of food stain down the front – probably pasta sauce from two nights ago – and my hair’s a bird’s nest. ‘He was blond,’ I say, slipping into the chair across from her, ‘not dark.’


‘I wasn’t talking about his hair.’ She smiles, but she’s not as playful as she’s making out. Maggie isn’t good at conflict, but if she’s got something to say, she’ll find a way to say it. It usually takes her a while to get the words right in her head, so I’m guessing she’s spent the last hour stewing over whatever it is she wants to say to me. It’s a wonder she hasn’t pulled out her craft bag – not that she needs to knit another scarf she’ll never wear in this climate.


‘Every second guy in that bar has made a play for you over the past nine months,’ she starts. ‘You show no sign of interest. And then along comes this guy, and you go from snarling at him to sticking your tongue down his throat in the space of an hour. In front of Simon!’


She’s known Simon since school. It’s no secret she hopes we’ll hook up.


‘What’s going on, Gaby?’


I shrug. ‘It just happened.’


She closes the newspaper, folds it and pushes it aside. ‘Is this a grief thing?’


‘Maybe. I don’t know.’


‘But why him?’


Thinking about Rafa brings a flush of warmth across my chest. God, I was ready to drag him home last night. I don’t even know his last name, or where he’s from. Or, now that I think about it, how he knew where to find me.


I shrug again. ‘Did you see him?’


She nods. ‘Oh, he’s got it all happening, all right. I just think you might want to ease yourself back into the dating pool. Not throw yourself in the shark tank.’


I laugh. I can’t help it. She so rarely gets this annoyed.


‘Does this have anything to do with that story of yours?’


I stop laughing. ‘What are you talking about?’ I get up and go to the espresso machine.


‘You’ve been writing that violent stuff, and now you’re all over some guy we’ve never seen before. I didn’t know that was your type.’


‘It’s not.’ I scoop coffee out of the tin and pack it down in the basket.


‘But you’re going to see him again?’


‘It’s a small town, and you did tell him where I work.’ I start frothing milk and the noise ends the conversation for a while. I make us each a cappuccino and then sit down again. Maggie doesn’t even notice the fern leaf I’ve made in the foam.


‘Is it because he knows Jude? Is that why you could talk to him?’


Finally, the light comes on. Maggie isn’t worried about my sex life; she’s hurt that I can talk about my brother with a complete stranger and not with her.


I met Maggie on my second day at Pan Beach, when she dropped a plate of scrambled eggs on the floor beside me in the Green Bean. Instead of losing it, she just laughed. I helped clean it up and she gave me breakfast on the house. Before I knew it, we were talking about travel and books and she was lending me her well-worn copy of The Book Thief. Then she put in a good word for me at the library and talked me into moving out of the backpackers and in with her. I know it was tough for her to leave her mum. Her dad had died only the year before, quickly and horribly from cancer. But she needed to breathe. She told me she couldn’t afford to move out on her own, which I knew wasn’t true, even back then. We got the bungalow and didn’t care about the minor annoyances: how tiny it was, the shower head with the pressure of a watering can, the front door that sticks every time it rains, and the stove with only three working gas burners. I’ve always been grateful.


I take a deep breath, wanting to give her something.


‘Every time I think of Jude, it’s like someone’s stabbing me in the heart.’ I tap my breastbone with two fingers. I feel the tears coming and for once I don’t force them away. ‘I can’t stand it, so I avoid it. But Rafa . . . he knows Jude, and he misses him and, I don’t know, it was a bit easier because he’s grieving too.’ I turn away before the tears spill down my cheeks.


Maggie comes over to my side of the table and puts her arms around me. She and her mum are mad huggers. I don’t remember being hugged all that much before I came here. It used to make me uncomfortable when they did it, but now I don’t really mind. Even so, Maggie keeps it short, giving me a tight squeeze, and then letting go.


‘I’m sorry. I’m such a crap friend,’ she says.


I pull myself together. ‘Maggie, you are many things, but a crap friend is not one of them.’ I smile at her, and I mean it. I need us to be okay.


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely.’


She smiles.


I check the clock. ‘We’d better get ready.’ I throw down my coffee and race her for the shower. It’s only when I’m under the dribbling hot water that it hits me: I slept through the night without dreaming of hell-beasts. Or Matt.




FINGERNAILS


The Pan Beach library and gallery looms over the esplanade, its gleaming glass façade reflecting the sky and rolling surf across the road. A towering wave sculpture on the roof casts an abstract shadow over the beach every afternoon. The centre opened just before I hit town, and it still sparks arguments about whether it has put Pan Beach on the cultural map or sold its soul to the sea-change millionaires whose mansions dominate the headland. It’s my haven. All those books downstairs, the art upstairs, and the smell of freshly ground coffee coming through the window that connects the Green Bean to the library.


But this morning I sense the panic as soon as the automatic glass doors close behind me.


All but one of the sofas around the window to the Green Bean have been pushed aside, and about thirty-five people are sitting in plastic chairs, waiting. On the lone sofa is Jacques, whose exhibition opened upstairs last night. He’s not supposed to be sitting alone.


I find Jane, our pregnant boss, with her head in the toilet.


‘You have to take the session,’ she says.


‘Uh-uh. Jacques is a freak. Find someone else.’


She rests her cheek on the toilet seat, her face pale and sweaty. ‘You know more about art than anyone else here.’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Last week you debated the differences between the Uffizi and Accademia galleries like you’d spent a year in Florence.’ Jane wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Just do it, please.’


Normally, I’d stand my ground, but there’s no way she can interview Jacques without throwing up all over him, and as entertaining as that might be . . .


I refill her water bottle. ‘Where are your questions?’


Two minutes later, I’m on the sofa with Jacques. Mid-sixties. Lanky. Makes objects from human hair. And toenails and fingernails. Pretty much anything discarded from the human body, even dead skin. Upstairs is a bizarre array of items – cups, a birdcage, parchment, soap and, most disturbingly, a wedding dress – all made out of things that were once part of the human body.


The gathering is a mix of familiar faces – most wearing more black than is usual in Pan Beach, some with notepads and pens – and a few backpackers attracted by the free orange juice and muffins. I clear my throat, welcome Jacques, and everyone settles down.


‘So, Jacques,’ I begin. ‘How do you source your materials?’


He nods, expecting the question. ‘My niece has a day spa. The things I use to create my objects are all a by-product of her work.’


‘A local day spa?’ There are three in and around town. A perfectly manicured woman in the front row looks ill, probably wondering if she’s inadvertently featured in Jacques’ creations.


‘No, no. It’s in the city.’ He sits forwards, wanting a tougher question. But I’m not finished with this one yet.


‘Was she at all concerned about what you planned to do with the materials?’


He smiles and eases himself back against the couch. ‘It’s interesting you assume she would be repulsed by the request. That goes to the very heart of the nature of my work.’


‘I think it’s a valid question.’


‘Of course you do. But you are young, and perhaps you can’t see beyond your limited experience to think laterally.’


I smile back at him. ‘So, my question isn’t legitimate because I’m young? I thought your work was meant to speak to everyone, not just those experienced enough to understand it.’


Jacques sits up again. ‘That’s not what I meant.’ He touches his bald head.


‘Is there any of you in your work?’ I glance up at his head and there are a few muffled laughs.


‘Would it upset you if I said yes?’


I write about disembowelment and beheadings. What do I care what some creep does with his nail clippings? But what I say is, ‘Not at all. It’s one of the great things about being young: having an open mind.’ Although, quietly, I hope that if he’s used his own hair, it’s come from above his navel.


I check the audience. Definitely engaged, which is better than them staring off into space, wishing they’d just gone to the Green Bean and read the paper.


A movement to my right catches my attention.


It’s Rafa.


He’s leaning against the end of the nearest stack. It’s as much of a jolt seeing him now as it was in the bar. I’d started to wonder if I’d imagined his likeness to Matt. But it’s broad daylight, I’m completely sober, and Rafa is still a dead ringer for him. All broad shoulders, toned arms, and short, messy hair. I don’t know how long he’s been there, but he’s been waiting for me to discover him. He gives me a slow smile.


I’ve lost track of what Jacques is saying.


‘. . . and it makes all the difference, don’t you agree?’ Jacques is looking at me, eyebrows raised. I give a non-committal nod.


‘Good,’ he says, and I hope I haven’t just given him the upper hand in the conversation. ‘Human hair has been used in artwork and in other objects of beauty for thousands of years,’ Jacques continues. ‘I’ve simply taken the notion a step further. As humans, we can hold something of value for generations, and then discard it as worthless. We throw away what no longer has meaning or purpose for us – often with feelings of disgust – ignoring the fact that it may still thrive in another form. My work is a metaphor for how society turns its back on the things that were once integral to its existence, like religion and philosophy, or understanding the stars and the elements.’ Jacques’ face is alive now, his hands in the air.


Rafa picks up a pencil and feigns stabbing himself in the eye. My nostrils flare from the effort of not reacting.


‘These things that we reject . . . they don’t just disappear. Many of them may even outlast us.’


The session ends. I direct Jacques and a few curious hangers-on back to the muffin table so I can pack up the chairs. I half-expect Rafa to help, but he stays leaning against the bookshelf, hands in his pockets.


When I stack the last chair, he comes over. He’s dressed more like a local today, in a white cotton shirt and lightweight cargos, although he’d never be mistaken for a surfer.


‘I didn’t realise you were a fan of Jacques’ work.’ I fuss with the last chair to avoid making eye contact.


He gives a short laugh. ‘What a tool.’


I check to make sure Jacques hasn’t overheard, but he’s too busy talking about himself. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘Just wanted to see you in action.’


I don’t know what to say to that, so I head to the Green Bean window and he follows. The smell of coffee and fresh blueberry muffins makes my mouth water.


‘You distracted me last night,’ he says, close to my ear to be heard over the clattering cups. ‘Caught me off guard.’ He’s not that much taller than me, but for a moment I feel dwarfed by him. ‘We still need to talk.’


‘About what?’ I catch Maggie’s eye in the café and she comes over before he can answer. Her smile falters when she sees Rafa.


He steps around me and rests his elbows on the counter. ‘I should have introduced myself last night. I’m Rafa.’ His smile is all warmth and charm. He may have licked my neck last night, but he didn’t give me that smile.


‘Oh,’ she says, completely thrown. ‘I’m Maggie. Gaby’s housemate.’ They shake hands. ‘What can I get you?’


‘I’ll have my usual,’ I say.


She grins. ‘I know what you’ll have. I was asking Rafa.’


‘I’ll have an espresso, thank you, Maggie.’


Maggie looks from me to Rafa and back to me again. I know that look – her curiosity is getting the better of her.


‘What time are you knocking off?’ she asks me.


‘Four-thirty.’


‘Why don’t you bring Rafa home for dinner? Jason’s coming over.’


I lift my eyebrows at her. ‘Who’s Jason?’ Maggie has a steady string of admirers, but few of them make it past our front door.


‘He’s a law grad who’s taken a year off to have some fun.’


‘And when did you meet him?’


She gives me a sly smile. ‘Last night.’


‘The shirtless six-pack?’


‘I keep telling you, all sorts of people come here to surf.’


I glance at Rafa. I’ll admit, I’m equal parts fascinated and disturbed by him. I don’t understand why I have no memory of Jude knowing him, or why he acts like he knows me.


‘Well?’ Maggie sets out cups for our coffees.


‘You want to try out Maggie’s cooking?’ I ask Rafa.


He shoves his hands back in his pockets. ‘Sure.’


I leave Maggie at the fish market on the way home, and walk up the hill, awkwardly holding a bottle of white wine. I’m breathing heavily when I reach our front gate and preoccupied with the latch, so it takes a second to see him.


Rafa is standing in our tiny front yard under the jacaranda tree. The last of the purple blossoms disappeared a few weeks ago, and the tree is now a dense canopy of green. Rafa is dead still, watching me intently. The afternoon light has turned orange.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘You’re not due for another half an hour.’


He doesn’t move and something quivers in my stomach.


‘Just drop this shit, Gabe.’ He says it softly, as if it saddens him. ‘As much fun as last night was, I really don’t have time for games.’


I stand there, the bottle ice-cold against my chest. My fingers are numb.


‘You’re supposed to be dead,’ he says.


I cross the yard and put the wine down on the front steps. When I face him again, he has turned a little to the side and is flexing his fingers. ‘I didn’t come here to fight, but that doesn’t mean I won’t.’ His smile is wry. ‘I reckon I could take you in record time. You’ve gone soft.’


The power of speech finally returns to me. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’


He paces under the tree, in the leafy shadow, his eyes on me. ‘You can drop the act. Your little friend’s still down the street.’


‘I don’t know who you think I am—’


‘Fuck, Gabe, if you didn’t want to be found, why’d you post that story on a website you’d know I’d read?’


My mouth falls open. ‘You read that?’


‘How do you think I found you?’


I step back and grab onto the railing of the front deck. The flowering shrubs by the fence blur and my legs feel weak. Pressure builds in my head. ‘You need to go.’


‘Just tell me how he died. Tell me what you did. If you and Jude got yourselves into trouble, I can help—’


I slam my fist on the railing. ‘We weren’t into anything! We were arguing over music and he took his eyes off the road. We rolled and went through a fence. A post came through the window and took his head off. Is that what you want to hear?’ I’m shouting at him and I can’t stop. ‘His blood was all over me and I couldn’t find his head. I don’t know why I’m still alive – I wish I wasn’t!’
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