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Praise for Beautiful Malice:


 


‘A tense and psychological thriller … A dark and gripping story, confronting uncomfortable emotions and told with suspense. As the truth unfolds towards a devastating climax, no one escapes untouched. As a debut novel, one can only imagine what else Rebecca James has up her sleeve.’ Daily Mail


 


‘Beautiful Malice is a good teen mystery story, with hints of Wuthering Heights and Gossip Girl thrown in … we think it’s gonna be big news.’ Sugar Magazine


 


‘The psychological grip … keeps the reader hooked.’ Sunday Telegraph





 


‘This is a captivating and exciting read that will have you glued from beginning to end … James has done a brilliant job in creating a really unique teen thriller, with echoes of The Hand That Rocks the Cradle that will have us all questioning (just a little) those of our friends who are of a more bi-polar disposition.’ Teen Today


 


‘A fantastic debut novel.’ Star Magazine


 


‘Chilling and absorbing.’ Waterstone’s Quarterly


 


‘James, gifted with unusual insight into teenage agonies, probes Katherine’s raw-nerve guilt over her sister Rachel’s murder, Alice’s self-destructive narcissism, and the healing power of young love. This unflinching exploration of psychological manipulation and the tragedies it creates introduces a promising new talent in literary suspense.’ Publishers Weekly


 


‘Entertaining and eminently readable … A good solid story, with characters to invest in and an interesting plot with several stings in the tail. Not a guilty pleasure, then, but a (somewhat nail-biting) genuine one.’ Globe and Mail


 


 


Bliss Magazine reader reviews:


 


‘The story deals with teen issues in a very real way. Although Katherine worries that jealousy makes her a bad person, it’s totally understandable and relatable. It’s a gripping read.’ Anisa, 15





 


‘I love how the book switches between the past and the present. It’s quite an intense story – it makes you laugh as well as cry, and you never know what’s going to happen next.’ Jayd, 15


 


‘As a reader, you’re fascinated and taken in by Alice in exactly the same way as Katherine is. The story made me think about the friendship problems we all face. It’s an addictive book.’ Naomi, 13


 


Amazon reader reviews:


 


‘I stayed up last night to finish it.’


 


‘Twists and turns at nearly every corner … the ending makes the whole read worthwhile, you will not be disappointed!’


 


‘As a psychological thriller, Beautiful Malice ticks all the creepy boxes, and has more shocking moments than you’ll know what to do with.’


 


‘I loved this book, the creepy sense of menace … A fantastic pageturner.’


 


‘Once I started this book I didn’t want to put it down … Highly recommended.’
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I still dream about Fairview.


In my dreams the house is more than it was in life; the building taller and more imposing, the hallways longer and more labyrinthine, the inside colder and darker than the real thing ever was. In my dreams Fairview is a maze of dark passages and shadows, steep staircases that twist and turn in nightmarish knots. I run through the house in a panic, never knowing whether I’m chasing or being chased, trying to escape or wanting to be found. All I know is that a scream echoes loudly through my head – a scream prompted by what I’m about to discover, what I know I’m going to see around the next corner, or the next.


Anna is sometimes in these dreams, lingering, ghostlike and elusive, ahead of or behind me. No matter how much I chase her or call her name, I can never reach her. She’ll appear for a moment, smiling, her arm reaching towards me, only to disappear around a bend, or into a shadow, like an illusion or an apparition. A wisp of smoke, dissolving into air.


In my dreams it’s as if the house itself has sinister intentions, as if its very foundations contain a malign force that seeps into the floors and walls and contaminates the air within, changing the lives of all who enter.


In real life, though, it wasn’t Fairview that was responsible for what happened. It was the people who did the damage.
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‘Tim, you’re going to have to grow up,’ Lilla says. ‘Get a real job.’


‘I do have a real job,’ I say. ‘I go to work. I do stuff. I get paid for it. Seems real enough to me.’


‘Okay.’ She sighs. ‘Maybe real’s the wrong word. You need a more sustainable job. One that will at least cover your rent and food. A job that means you can be independent.’


‘What you’re really saying –’ I raise my eyebrows at her – ‘is hurry up and move out.’


‘Yeah.’ She shrugs. ‘Since you mention it, you can’t stay here forever. Sleeping on my couch isn’t exactly a viable long-term plan. Not with Patrick here.’ She reaches across the coffee table and grabs her laptop, opens it on her knees. ‘And if you refuse to get a proper, I mean a more lucrative, job, we’re just going to have to find you some kind of dirt-cheap alternative.’


I close my eyes and hope that she’ll get distracted. Stop trying to fix my life. I know I have to sort myself out and I fully intend to. Just not today.


After a moment she elbows me. ‘Listen to this one. It actually sounds quite good. And it’s in Fairlight.’ She reads aloud: ‘Large furnished room in spacious house. Share with one other. One hundred dollars a week. A hundred bucks, Tim. Cheap as.’


When I don’t reply, she turns, nudges me again. ‘Are you going to call or what?’


‘Must be a dump,’ I say grumpily. ‘Mould. Rats. I can imagine it.’


‘You have no money, Tim,’ she says. ‘You’ll just have to take what you can get. Dump or not.’


She picks up my phone, stabs numbers into it. ‘Come on.’ She pushes the phone against my ear so I’m forced to take it. ‘Just ask. It can’t hurt. Stop being such a loser.’


Some bloke called Marcus answers and we exchange information. He asks me how old I am, if I’m employed and whether I’m willing to take a trip to Fairlight to see the room and meet my potential housemate, a girl called Anna. I wonder why Anna isn’t taking the call herself. He gives me the address and I tell him that I’ll head up there later this afternoon.


‘Can I just ask one question?’ I say before I hang up.


‘Of course,’ says Marcus.


‘Why’s it so cheap? What’s the story?’


Lilla elbows me, makes a face. I ignore her.


‘It’s a large house,’ Marcus says in a smooth tone. ‘Very large. Too big, really, for one girl to live in all alone. You’ll understand what I mean when you see it. And Anna’s only twenty. It would be helpful to have someone around. That’s all I want to say over the phone. If you meet me up at the house we’ll be able to tell you more in person. But rest assured, there’s nothing to worry about. The conditions are very reasonable.’


Conditions. The word has an ominous ring to it. I wonder why the room hasn’t been taken and conclude that the ‘conditions’ can’t be as reasonable as Marcus promises. There must be some kind of catch. If something seems too good to be true, it’s usually because it is.
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Though I’m suspicious of the insanely low price, I decide to go and take a look. Lilla’s boyfriend, Patrick, comes home, and the air of hostility that seeps off him is almost as thick as the stench of his aftershave. Suddenly the space feels far too small. Lilla’s right. I have to find somewhere else to live. I jog downstairs and out into the burning heat, just in time to catch the next bus to Fairlight.


The house is enormous. Built of sandstone and brick, it stands two storeys high and is the biggest and most impressive house in a street full of pretty flash houses. It’s the kind of place you can’t help but notice as you drive or walk by. The kind of house that makes you wonder about the people who live there. It’s surrounded by lush green gardens, big lawns and beautiful trees and is so unexpectedly grand that I wonder if I’ve made a mistake. It even has a name. Fairview is engraved in fancy writing across a sign on the front gate.


I double-check the address. It’s definitely the right place, and most definitely not the dump I expected to find.


The front door opens as I’m walking up the path, but it’s so bright outside and so dark in the house, I can’t immediately see who has opened it. When I reach the top of the steps I find a man waiting in the doorway. He’s neatly dressed in a shirt and trousers and he looks me up and down as I approach. I’m scruffy in my shorts and T-shirt, and for a moment I consider apologising, until I remember that I’m looking for a place to live, not applying for a job.


He puts out his hand. ‘Marcus Harrow,’ he says. ‘You must be Tim?’


He is taller than me by a good head-length. His hair is dark, his face strong.


I hear footsteps approaching from the hallway and a woman appears beside him. Like Marcus, she is tall and dark and dressed in business clothes.


‘This is my sister, Fiona,’ he says. ‘Fiona, this is Tim.’


‘We’re friends of Anna’s,’ she explains. ‘She’s waiting in the kitchen.’


They lead me down a long, wide hallway. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The floor is polished timber, the ceiling high and decorated with elaborate plasterwork. We pass numerous rooms, all with their doors shut, and an enormous staircase that leads to the upper storey. At the back of the house we come to a big kitchen and dining area. Unlike the gloomy hallway, this room is full of windows and light, with French doors leading out to a courtyard and a garden beyond.


A blonde girl is sitting at the kitchen table. She’s thin and pale, with an unhappy expression on her face. There’s something vulnerable and frail about her that makes me wonder if she’s sick.


‘Tim,’ Marcus says. ‘This is Anna. Anna London.’


She stands up, puts out her hand, then immediately withdraws it. She says hello in a very quiet voice and stares down at the table. Marcus said she was twenty. She seems much younger in person.


‘Nice to meet you,’ I say.


‘Thanks,’ she mutters.


‘So, Tim,’ Fiona says. ‘Marcus said you work in a restaurant?’


‘That’s right,’ I say. ‘Just down in Manly. Not far from here. Ten-minute walk at most.’


‘And your job is reliable? Secure? You’re not likely to be unemployed in the near future?’


‘I work for my old man,’ I say. ‘I don’t think he’d fire me. Wouldn’t exactly be good for family relations.’


It’s meant to be a humorous comment, to lighten the mood, but nobody laughs. Marcus’s face remains blank. Anna stares down at her fidgeting hands. Fiona flashes a tight smile. ‘Very good,’ she says. ‘Well, that’s probably enough interrogation for now. I suppose we should take you up to see the room.’


I follow the three of them back into the darkness of the hall and up the staircase. Fiona leads the way. I walk beside Anna. I try to catch her eye, smile, make some kind of friendly connection, but she stares at her feet the entire way, avoiding my gaze.


‘Fairview was built in 1890,’ Marcus explains as we make our way up. ‘And so although it’s a large and perfectly comfortable house, you might find it lacks a certain modern aesthetic.’


Like light, I think to myself.


‘It’s certainly different to most Australian homes,’ he continues. ‘More British in style. Some people don’t like it. But I think it has its own charms.’


Everything about the house, including the staircase, is grand and generous and carefully made. The place is obviously worth a fortune, but it’s also gloomy, and cold. A bit oppressive, even. It’s stinking hot outside, the sun so bright the streets seem to shimmer in the glare, and yet in here it’s dark and cool and cavelike, another world altogether.
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When we reach the second floor, Fiona stops at the first doorway we come to.


‘There are a few rooms you could have,’ she says, ‘but this is one of the nicest.’


She opens the door to what must be the best bedroom I’ve ever seen. It’s large and bright and filled with enough furniture to make it inviting, but not overly crowded. Stepping into it from the gloom of the hall is like stepping from a cave into sunshine. The walls are white, the floors a warm timber. Large windows frame an impressive view of the Harbour. There’s a double bed on one side, a wardrobe on the other, and a large timber desk tucked into one corner. An expensive-looking rug sits on the floor.


‘There’s no ensuite,’ Fiona says. ‘But there are three bathrooms up here – and one is just across the hall – so you and Anna wouldn’t have to share.’


I think of the tiny bathroom I’ve been sharing with Patrick and Lilla for the past few weeks, the squat toilets that were the norm in Indonesia. A bathroom to myself would be a luxury I’ve never even considered.


The room itself is a thousand times better than I could have imagined. I turn around to take it in, then walk to the window and look out.


‘This view,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘It must be one of the best in Sydney.’


‘It certainly is spectacular,’ Marcus says, stepping up next to me. He stares through the window for a second, then looks at his watch. He straightens up, pulls at the cuffs of his sleeves and moves his feet together in an abrupt, almost military manner. ‘Right. So that’s the room,’ he says. ‘Fiona. We should probably get back to the office.’ He looks at Anna. ‘I presume we can leave you two here to figure things out?’


‘Of course,’ Anna says, nodding. ‘You should go.’


‘Are you sure?’ Fiona says. ‘Are you okay?’


‘I’m fine.’


Marcus and Fiona say goodbye. As they leave, the sound of their shoes clattering down the staircase is the only sound in the house. Anna doesn’t say a word. Nor does she look at me. She stares straight ahead, motionless, trance-like. It’s not until the noise of the front door being pulled shut echoes through the passage that she moves. She closes her eyes and puts her hand on her cheek. It’s a strange, private gesture, as if she’s forgotten that I’m there.


‘So,’ I say. ‘It’s an excellent place.’


She opens her eyes. ‘Thank you.’


I wait for her to make some effort at conversation, to ask me a question, or tell me something interesting about herself, but she just stands there, twisting her hands together nervously.


Not only is Fairview like something from another world, but so, I think, is Anna. She barely speaks, and when she does, her manner is so formal it seems unnatural, forced, as if she’s speaking from a script. She holds herself in an awkward, slouched-over way, as if she lacks the confidence to stand up properly and face the world, as if she’d rather disappear. Her hands are in constant motion, clasping and unclasping, pulling at her clothes.


I get the distinct feeling that I’ll have to take charge of the situation if I want to get anywhere.


The room is so much better than I expected that I’m tempted to say I’ll take it, no matter how strange Anna is, or what the conditions are, but I know I should ask some questions. One hundred dollars a week for a room like this is insanely cheap. There must be some kind of catch.


‘It’s an awesome room,’ I say. ‘And I love the house. But when I rang earlier, Marcus told me there were some conditions. His word, not mine. Do you mind if I ask what they are? The conditions?’


She nods and if she seemed uncomfortable before, she is much more so now. She stares down at the floor, twisting her hands together frantically. Her face turns noticeably pink.


‘I have …’ She mutters something so quietly I can’t hear it.


‘Sorry?’


‘I have agoraphobia,’ she says too loudly.


‘Agoraphobia?’ I repeat. I’m familiar with the word but have no real idea what it means. ‘I’m not sure—’


‘It’s an anxiety disorder,’ she says. ‘I have panic attacks.’


‘Right. Okay. Panic attacks.’ I smile apologetically.


‘Sorry. I feel a bit stupid, but I’m still not sure what …’


‘I can’t go out. I panic if I leave the house.’


‘You can’t go out?’ I try not to act too startled, but am not entirely successful. ‘Ever?’


‘I don’t leave the house at all,’ she says.


‘That must be tough.’


She blinks, turns away.


‘Sorry. I don’t really know what to say. I mean, that must be full on. Have you ever—’


‘No,’ she interrupts. ‘No, I haven’t.’


‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be … How long have you had it? How do you get by?’


‘I’ve had it for a while now,’ she says. ‘I haven’t been out for six months.’


A lifetime, I think.


‘Marcus and Fiona have been helping,’ she says. She lifts her chin. ‘But they can’t do that forever.’


We’re quiet for a minute, both of us staring at the view. I wonder how she can handle seeing all that beauty outside, the sun and the sky, the boats on the harbour, when she’s trapped inside, all day, every day. The idea of looking out at a world that you can’t be a part of is unfathomable to me. A kind of torture.


‘Okay,’ I say eventually. ‘So you need someone to get stuff for you? Groceries? Bread and milk and stuff? Are they the conditions Marcus was talking about?’


‘Yes, that’s mainly it,’ she says. ‘I could shop online for most things, I suppose. But it’s not always practical. And Marcus really thinks I should live with someone. In case of, well, an emergency or something like that. Fairview is so big …’ She trails off.


‘So basically you write lists and I get stuff for you?’ I say. ‘Is that how it would work?’


‘We could have a system,’ she says. ‘Whatever you need to make it easy. I wouldn’t be a nuisance.’


I lift my shoulders, grin. ‘I think I’d like the room. If you think I’d be suitable? I mean, I suppose you’ve got some questions of your own?’


‘Not really.’ She shakes her head. ‘You can have it if you want. You seem pretty normal really.’ For the first time, she flashes a smile. ‘More normal than I am, anyway.’


We go downstairs and talk through a few more details. She gives me a key to the front door, shows me where the laundry is, off the courtyard. By the time I leave I’m on a bit of a high. The room is fantastic, and more than affordable, and the house is in one of the best spots in Sydney. Anna is definitely odd, but that doesn’t bother me. From what I can tell, she’s just timid, a bit nervous – nothing that worries me. Maybe I can even help her, I think. At the very least, I can bring some life into Fairview, open a few doors and windows, let the light in.



















2







Anna watches him from the window. As soon as she has closed the front door, she slips into the living room, pulls the curtain back and peeks out.


He walks quickly and with a small bounce in his step – a happy, optimistic walk, the walk of someone who has somewhere to go and nothing to worry about.


She likes the look of him. He isn’t outrageously good-looking, but he has an open face, freckled skin and scruffy, windblown hair, which was probably once brown but has been bleached blonde by the sun. He has a direct and honest gaze and an easy smile. Things have been smooth for him, she can tell. He is loved, he is confident, he is certain of the order of the world and his place within it. He has never been broken down by life or circumstance, never been betrayed by his own frail mind.


He looks like someone who belongs outside in the wind and the sun and the sea – all the elements that cause her so much fear – the landscape that she has so carefully removed herself from.


She imagines that if she licked his skin he would taste like salt.
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Even though it’s still more than two hours until my shift starts, I walk straight down to the restaurant after meeting Anna. By the time I reach the waterfront I’m feeling positively lucky. Not only is the house close to the beach and the city, it’s an easy walk to work, too.


A wiry, fit-looking old guy jogs past me, tilts his chin towards the sparkling water and shakes his head – a gesture that says, Look at that! Too bloody good! I smile back, lift my hand to my forehead in a cheerful salute.


The Corso is noisy and crowded, fragrant with the smell of waffle cones from the ice-cream shop and the salty tang of the ocean. Right now the mood is cheerful and up. Later, when I finish work, it will have a different vibe. Booze and drugs will make it seedy – all drunken shouts and fights, broken bottles, and sad-faced girls staggering home in heels. But in the early evenings there’s always this festive, celebratory feel to the place that I love.


My father’s restaurant is directly opposite Manly Beach. Dad’s already in the restaurant when I get there. I find him crouched down behind the bar, restocking the fridges.


‘Hey,’ I say, startling him. He grins up at me.


‘I found a place to live,’ I tell him. ‘Just up the road in Fairlight. It’s unbelievable. Has the most awesome view of the Harbour I’ve ever seen. And it’s dirt cheap too.’


‘Yeah?’ He frowns. ‘So what’s the catch?’


I sink on to a stool, put my elbows on the bar. ‘Can I have a beer?’


‘If you get off your arse and give me a hand I might think about it.’


I join him on the other side of the bar, open a case of Victoria Bitter and start sliding the small bottles into the fridge.


‘So? Tell me,’ he says. ‘How much and what’s the deal?’


‘Hundred bucks a week – for this beautiful old house near the Harbour. Fairview, it’s called. Can you believe that? I’ll be living in a house with a name.’


‘Sounds fancy.’


‘It is fancy. It’s massive, Dad. Has about a thousand rooms. My room has a view you wouldn’t believe. Over the water, through the headlands. I’ll be able to lie in bed and watch the ferries.’


‘And?’ He lifts his shoulders, urging me to get to the point.


‘So, the owner, this girl called Anna, she’s got agoraphobia and can’t go out. She needs a bit of help. With shopping and stuff. That’s it,’ I say. ‘No big deal.’


Dad’s silence speaks volumes.


‘What?’


‘Gotta say, Timmo,’ he says. ‘Seems to me that you’re making some weird choices.’


I push my fingers through my hair and try to keep the exasperation from my voice. ‘What do you mean, weird choices?’


‘I thought you went to Indonesia to get stuff sorted,’ he says. ‘I thought you’d come back with some idea of what you wanted.’


I went to Indonesia to surf, I think, not to find myself.


‘But now you’re back, you’ve been bumming around at Lilla’s for weeks and now you’re going to live in some cheap house and look after a mentally unwell girl … all so that you can stay working at the restaurant. So you don’t have to go and get a proper job. It’s like you’re avoiding life. Real life.’


Now I can’t hide my irritation. ‘She has panic attacks. It’s not that big a deal. And I’m not avoiding life, I just don’t know what I want to do yet. I’m just … bloody hell, Dad, I’m just—’


‘Just what?’ he interrupts. ‘You’ve got brains. Why don’t you use them? Why don’t you take advantage of all the good things you’ve been given? Make some kind of effort to get ahead?’


‘Get ahead?’ I stare at him. ‘I don’t even know what that means.’


‘Okay, mate.’ Dad sighs, goes back to pushing beer bottles into the fridge. ‘Whatever you say.’


I like working at the restaurant. I like working nights and having my days free. I don’t want a job that causes me stress, that follows me home like a needy dog and whines at me all night long. But not a day passes without Dad saying something about me making an effort to find a proper career, choosing some kind of definite direction in life.


We work in silence for a while. When I’ve emptied two cases of VB I stand up, head for the kitchen.


‘So when are you moving in?’ Dad calls out behind me.


‘Tomorrow.’
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The restaurant opens at five-thirty and by four I’ve done all the prep I can. I go out front, find Dad sitting at a table doing paperwork.


‘You forgot to have that beer,’ he says. ‘Do you want to sit down, have one with me now?’


When I was a kid I considered myself guardian of my father’s happiness. If he invited me to go fishing, I’d go with him, even though I hated the slimy worms, the stench of the fish, the torment of seeing them drown in air. If he was watching a movie, or a documentary on TV, or the news, I’d sit with him and pretend I was interested too. I thought he’d miss me if I wasn’t close to him – at least that’s what I told myself – but then I heard him talking to Mum one night, when he thought I was asleep.


Can’t shake him off at the moment, poor little fella. Always stuck to me like a clam. He’s a bit of a needy little thing, isn’t he? Needs a lot of love. A lot of attention.


His words made me cringe with embarrassment and since then, I’d felt a lot freer to go my own way, do my own thing.


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘I might just go for a quick surf before service.’


Dad lifts his hand in assent, doesn’t even look up from his papers.
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When I get home the flat is quiet, but Lilla has left a lamp on for me in the lounge. I go straight to the kitchen and open the fridge as quietly as I can, reaching into the back, where I keep my beer.


‘Can I have one of those?’ Lilla appears in the kitchen. Her hair is messy from bed and she’s wearing this black nightie thing, all lacy and revealing. When she stretches her arms up over her head, yawning, the bottom of the skirt lifts indecently high and I have to turn away.


‘Only if you get dressed,’ I say.


She rolls her eyes, but when she joins me in the lounge room a few minutes later she’s wearing an enormous old T-shirt that hangs to her knees. She still looks hot. It’s still hard to keep my eyes off her. She sits on the couch, legs crossed, beer in hand.


‘So, did you get the room?’ she asks. ‘What’s it like? A total hole?’


‘I got it and it’s not a hole,’ I say. I consider telling her about the house, how impressive it is, but decide not to. It’ll be much cooler to surprise her with the real thing. ‘Why? You didn’t think I would?’


She shrugs. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d even try.’


‘Well, you’ll be happy to know I did try. And even happier to know that I got lucky.’


Lilla stares down at her beer bottle. ‘Patrick’s not here,’ she says after a moment.


‘He’s not?’


‘We kind of had a bit of a fight when you left.’


‘You did?’


‘Patrick reckons I act different when you’re around,’ she says. ‘He reckons I’ve still got a thing for you.’


Against my better judgement, my resolve to accept that Lilla and I are a thing of the past, my heartbeat picks up and a little coil of hope expands in my chest. I try not to feel – let alone show – anything. I try very hard to keep my expression blank.


‘We haven’t broken up or anything. I still like him, Tim. God. Don’t get any ridiculous ideas. I guess he’s just picking up on some … I don’t know … old residual feelings. Leftovers or something.’


‘Leftovers?’


‘Something like that.’


I stare at her. I drink half my beer in one quick gulp. I should drop it, change the subject, save myself from humiliation. But I don’t. Can’t. It’s as if I’ve started running down a too-steep hill and just can’t stop, no matter how much I want to, no matter how much it’s going to hurt when I hit the bottom.


‘So?’ I say, gripping my beer bottle tightly to hide the shake in my fingers. ‘The idea of us being together again is ridiculous, is it?’


She gives me a look. I can’t tell if it’s pity or reproach. ‘Don’t, Tim. Don’t even go there.’


I drain the rest of my beer.


‘Anyway,’ Lilla says, her voice false and bright. ‘Getting back to safer topics of conversation, what’s the girl like? Your new flatmate?’


‘Her name’s Anna. And she’ll be my landlady, not my flatmate,’ I say shortly. I stand up. ‘And now, if it’s okay with you, I need to take a shower.’
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I wake early the next morning, after a lot of tossing and turning and not much actual sleep. I get dressed and pack my stuff – which basically involves rolling up my sleeping bag and shoving my clothes into a backpack, finding my small collection of books and putting my laptop in its case. I leave a brief note for Lilla and walk down to the bus stop.


The day is still cool enough to make it pleasant sitting in the sun and despite the depressing conversation I had with Lilla the night before, I’m feeling purposeful and optimistic. At least now I know where I stand. I just have to remember that, and not get sucked into hoping for more.


When I arrive at Fairview and push the fancy gate open I feel like some kind of imposter. I get around in old shorts, a T-shirt and a pair of cheap rubber flip-flops. I’m pretty sure I don’t look like the kind of person who’d live in a house like this.


Anna answers the doorbell almost immediately.


‘Man, that was fast,’ I laugh. ‘You must have been watching out the window.’


I’m joking but she blushes, looks down.


‘I was expecting you,’ she says.


She’s dressed in the same shapeless clothes she was wearing yesterday. Her hair is pulled back from her face. I notice again how young she looks, with her timid expression and her hands clasped together.


Getting inside is tricky. Anna stands there, blocking the door, until I have to say, ‘Excuse me.’


She steps aside and reaches out, as if to help me with my bags, but then puts her arm down without taking anything.


‘I’m all right,’ I say.


She follows silently as I walk through the dark hallway. I put my things down at the bottom of the staircase and turn to face her.


‘I might just go up and put my stuff away.’


‘You remember where to go?’


‘Yeah. Of course. Thanks.’


I leave her hesitating at the bottom of the stairs and head up to my room. It only takes a few minutes to unpack. I put my clothes in the wardrobe, place my books and my laptop on the desk and shove my empty backpack and sleeping bag under the bed. When I’m finished I look around the room in satisfaction. Mine. At least for now. I can hardly believe my luck.


On my way to check out the bathroom I notice Anna at the other end of the hall. When she reaches a small door at the far end she takes a key from her pocket and inserts it into the lock. She must hear me because she stops, pulls the key from the lock, and turns around.


‘Hey.’ I lift my hand in a wave.


‘Are you okay?’ She walks towards me. ‘Do you have everything you need?’


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you. I thought I might take a look through the house if that’s okay? I haven’t really—’


‘Oh,’ she interrupts, putting her hand to her mouth. ‘I haven’t even shown you round properly yet. I’m so sorry. How idiotic. I can’t believe I forgot … You must think I’m—’


‘It seriously doesn’t matter. It’s totally cool.’


I’d prefer to look around on my own. Anna’s nervousness, the way she’s always so stiff, is a strain. But I don’t know how to say so without sounding rude and potentially making everything worse.


‘Let’s start downstairs,’ she says. ‘It’s mainly just bedrooms up here.’


I follow her down the staircase. She takes each step precisely, carefully, as if she’s afraid of falling.


‘I would have loved this house when I was a kid,’ I say. ‘It would have been the coolest place to play games, especially games where you need a bit of space. Hide-and-seek and stuff like that. Did you grow up here?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I’ve lived here all my life.’ She doesn’t stop walking, or turn to look at me, but her voice is friendly enough, so I continue.


‘Did you ever get scared? Living in such a big place? When you were a kid?’


‘Scared?’ She stops now, turns to look at me, her eyebrows raised. ‘What would I be scared of?’


‘The usual stuff. Shadows and monsters?’ I shrug. ‘Ghosts?’


She doesn’t reply.


‘So what’s with the house now? Do you own it?’ I ask when we’ve reached the bottom. As soon as the question is out of my mouth I regret it. I feel like I’ve just asked her how much money she’s got.


But she doesn’t seem to mind. She answers in the same neutral tone she’s used to answer my other questions.


‘Yes. I inherited it from my parents. It’s mine.’


She must see my curiosity because she tells me before I get a chance to ask. ‘My parents died in an accident. Three years ago.’


‘Oh shit,’ I say. ‘That really sucks. Sorry. I didn’t realise.’


Maybe that explains why she’s so strange, I think, so afraid of the world.




*





She takes me through each of the ground-floor rooms. The first is a formal dining room. The walls are a deep burgundy and the room is filled with an enormous dining table, which must seat at least sixteen people. An ornate chandelier hangs from the ceiling. The room has a definite gothic feel.


The next room is the library. Two of its walls are lined floor to ceiling with books. It’s filled with reading lamps, coffee tables and old, uncomfortable-looking armchairs. It’s a dim and dusty space and smells faintly of mould. It looks as if it hasn’t been used for years.


The living room is far more inviting. Unlike the previous two rooms, the curtains are open and light streams in. Several large, soft sofas dominate the room, and from the look of the cushions, they get used regularly. There are rugs scattered on the floor, paintings on the walls. There’s also a large, modern TV, and an old stereo in one corner. Other than its size it seems like a normal living room. Comfortable, warm, the kind of place you’d kick back in.


The final room on that side of the passage is filled to the brim with unused furniture. Anna calls it the junk room, and I can see why. Antique furniture, old bikes and haphazard piles of boxes take up every available bit of space.


We cross to the other side of the passage.


‘And this is the ballroom,’ Anna says, opening the final door.


I laugh with surprise. ‘Jeez,’ I say, stepping inside. ‘This is unreal.’ My voice echoes off the walls. Anna flicks a switch and three large chandeliers send light dancing around the room. The walls are white, the high ceilings decorated with intricately patterned plasterwork. The floor is a faded, warm timber. There’s an open fireplace at one end, framed by an ornate stone mantelpiece. At night, with the chandeliers on and a fire burning, it must be magic.


‘Incredible,’ I say, turning slowly, taking it in. ‘Have you had a lot of parties in here?’


‘Parties? Of course. We used to have them all the time.’ She barks out a strange, unhappy laugh.


We go upstairs and she shows me through the other bedrooms. They’re all just as large as mine but the empty rooms have their curtains drawn, so they seem a lot gloomier. They’re all pretty much identical with timber floors, brass beds, old rugs and long, thick curtains. They’d be nice if someone opened the curtains, if they were lived in, but everything is too still, too lifeless. Our footsteps echo. There’s something ghostly and faintly depressing about all the emptiness, the unused space.


‘You should get more tenants,’ I say. ‘You could run a boarding house.’


I’m joking, but Anna looks horrified, shakes her head violently.


‘So which is yours?’ I ask.


‘This way,’ she says, and walks to the end of the hallway.


There are three closed doors at this end of the hall. Two doors face each other across the passage, and a third, smaller door sits adjacent. Anna stops at one of the facing doors, but before she can open it, I point to the smaller door, the door she was unlocking when I interrupted her earlier.


‘What’s in there?’ I ask.


‘It leads up to the attic,’ she says. She stares at me for a moment, before adding in an abrupt voice, ‘I keep it locked.’


For some reason I feel as if I’ve been told off, or warned.


‘This is mine,’ she says, opening one of the other doors.


It’s a lot smaller than the other bedrooms, with just a single bed, and a small window overlooking the garden. It seems a bizarre choice. Why has she chosen the smallest, pokiest room in the house?


‘Nice,’ I say, not really meaning it. ‘And that one?’ I ask, pointing to the door opposite.


‘It’s just another bedroom,’ she says.


‘Can I see?’


She hesitates, shrugs, shakes her head – as though she’s going through some kind of intense internal dialogue – then she steps forward and opens the door slowly.


This room is different. Unlike all the other neutral colours used upstairs, the walls in here are a soft green. A bright orange paper lantern hangs from the ceiling. A bench seat runs along one wall, empty bookshelves along another. The curtains are a darker shade of green. It’s modern, bright, surprising, the colours making it cheerful and inviting.


‘Hey. This is cool,’ I say. ‘You should have this room.’


I think it’s a pretty harmless thing to say. Inoffensive. Complimentary even. But Anna glares at me as though I’ve just said something outrageous. She pulls the door closed so suddenly that I’m forced to step back into the hall.


‘Okay then,’ she says, making it clear that the tour is over, before adding, strangely, ‘thank you.’


‘Huh, no, thank you,’ I say. ‘I won’t get lost now. Won’t accidentally end up in the wrong bedroom at night.’


Her face flushes red.


‘I meant, you know, one of the empty rooms,’ I explain. Her self-consciousness is contagious – I can feel my own face turning red. ‘Anyway, I thought I might go out a bit later. With some mates or something.’


I’m explaining myself unnecessarily, only making things worse. Anna nods, her back against her bedroom door, and I can tell she’s waiting for me to leave.


‘Okay, then. Yep.’ I smile, lift my hand in a dumb wave and go back down the hall and into my own room. It’s a relief to close the door behind me, to have the encounter with Anna over and done with. I wonder if things will get easier between us, if she’ll get more relaxed. Maybe it just takes her a while to warm up to people.


I find my phone and text a few mates to find out what’s happening. We agree to meet up later for a barbecue at a friend’s place in Narrabeen. I shower and get changed. I have a bit of time to kill so I turn on my laptop, check out a couple of surf reports, listen to some music on YouTube. Then I click on to Facebook and do the only thing I ever do on Facebook. The only reason I even joined in the first place. Lilla. I don’t think too hard about why, I don’t bother reminding myself of my earlier resolutions. I click on to her page, see her recent status update:


Making up is always fun!


So Patrick is back.


A claw of disappointment grabs my throat. I close my laptop and leave.


‘See you later, Anna!’ I shout as I go.


I’m surprised by how good it feels to be outside, away from the oppressive gloom of the house. But it’s not only the house. It’s Anna, too. She’s shy, or unfriendly, or both, but it’s more than that. She reminds me of a bad actor wearing an ill-fitting costume. She’s inhabiting her character awkwardly, failing to pull off a convincing performance. It’s obvious that she’s hiding herself.
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She hears him call out and she responds with a feeble ‘Goodbye, Tim. See you later!’ but she doubts he even hears her. She listens to his footsteps clattering down the staircase, the sharp bang of the door slamming shut. She can hardly blame him for wanting to get the hell out of here, away from her. She wants to get away from herself, her own spinning mind and pathetic anxieties. If only she could.


She likes him. His presence is already a welcome distraction from the miserable preoccupations that haunt her, her obsession with going over and over the past, wishing she could go back in time.


There’s no going back. No matter how much she longs to. The dead can never be brought back to life.


When she’s certain Tim has gone she leaves her room and goes up to the attic. She’s drawn to it, like a compulsion, an addiction.


As she closes the door behind her and slips the bolt home, making sure there’s no possibility of discovery or surprise, she thinks of what Tim asked her earlier – if she’d ever been scared of shadows or ghosts – and smiles bitterly to herself.


If only he knew.
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When I get back to the house it’s almost midnight.


I brush my teeth, wash my face. As I’m drying it I hear a noise that makes me pause. It’s high-pitched, some kind of wail. At first I think it must be a cat. I wait for a moment but don’t hear it again until I leave the bathroom and step into the hall. It’s not a cat, it’s a person.


Anna.


I walk to her room and stand outside her door. From here the noise is clear and continuous. She’s crying her heart out. I stand there for a moment, listening. I’m tired and reluctant to engage in another awkward encounter but it seems heartless to just walk away from someone in such obvious distress.


‘Anna?’ I tap lightly on her door. ‘It’s me, Tim. Are you okay?’


There’s no answer, nor is there any break in the noise. She just keeps on crying.


‘Anna?’ I call, louder. ‘Do you need anything? Can I get you anything?’


She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t stop crying either. I grab the door handle and start to open it, but change my mind. She must have heard me, she must know I’m here. If she wanted me to come in she’d say so.


‘Anna,’ I say. ‘I’m going back to my room. I’ll be just down the hall. If you need anything or if you want to talk or anything like that, let me know. Seriously. You can wake me up. Whatever. Just, you know, come and get me. If you want.’ I clear my throat. ‘I hope you’re okay. I’ll leave you alone now but I’m happy to help out. Just ask. No worries at all.’


I go back to my room and get into bed. If I lie still I can hear her, very faintly. I bury my head under the pillow and fall asleep.




*





Next morning I wake early and go down to Manly for a surf. I pick up my board from the storeroom at the restaurant on the way. The break is crowded, as I knew it would be, but the waves are excellent and everyone seems pretty chilled out – happy to share, okay with waiting. It’s good to be out here. The sun rises higher in the east, making sharp diamonds of light that bob and twist on the surface of the water. Everything’s so bright it forces me to squint and smile at the magic of it.


I feel strong out here, as if anything is possible and yet nothing really matters, at the same time. The vast expanse of the ocean, the momentous power of it, gives me a sense of freedom that I never have on land. Out here I don’t need Lilla, I don’t need anyone. For a brief and beautiful time, nothing matters except me and my board and the waves.


When I finish, I take my board back to the restaurant and put on my dry clothes. I find a plastic tub and nick some of Dad’s coffee to take back up to the house. It’s the good stuff. Rich and robust. Packs a punch like good coffee should. I call in at the supermarket to get some food on my way home. I buy fresh eggs and crusty bread, bright red strawberries and plump nectarines. Real maple syrup, real butter. I grab a tub of extra thick cream and a handful of pistachios. I wonder if I should make breakfast for Anna too, briefly wonder if she’ll be home, before remembering that she doesn’t leave the house. She’ll definitely be there. She’ll always be there. It’s a sobering thought. No wonder she was crying, I think.


It’s almost nine by the time I get back. I take the food straight to the kitchen and unpack. The kitchen’s clean, the kettle cold, and there’s no sign of Anna, so I assume she’s not up yet. I open some of the cabinets and have a good look around. I’m glad to see that the kitchen is filled with excellent cookware: good-quality pots and pans, sharp knives, a cast-iron skillet, a fancy espresso machine. But the actual food supply is another story. The fridge is practically empty except for a carton of milk, a block of cheese and some sad-looking carrots. The pantry is stocked with a sparse supply of crappy food: tins of soup, a catering-sized bottle of tomato sauce, instant noodles. There are no interesting sauces, no spices, not even a clove of garlic or an onion.


As I’m closing the pantry door, something gets stuck beneath it. I bend down to see what it is and find a scrunched-up piece of paper trapped between the door and the floor. I pull it free and unfold it, flattening it against the benchtop. The paper is covered with the name ‘Ben’, written over and over. The writing gets more and more desperate-looking so that by the bottom of the page the pen has almost torn through the paper. The handwriting is distinctive, left-sloping, confident. It must be Anna’s, and yet it’s hard to imagine the brittle, controlled girl I’ve seen doing anything so passionate.


I have no idea who Ben is – a boyfriend or an ex? – but I’m now convinced my original impression of Anna was right. Her bland, robotic persona is some kind of disguise. A protective armour. The real Anna is hiding.


I fold the paper and toss it back on the floor where I found it – it’s not exactly the kind of thing you admit to having seen – and close the pantry door.




*





As I’m cracking eggs she comes into the kitchen. She’s wearing a loose T-shirt nightie thing, spotty and bright, like something a little kid would wear.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘I’m making French toast. You hungry? Want some?’


‘Okay,’ she says quietly. ‘Yes. Thank you.’


I beat eggs, heat the pan, while Anna just stands there, as if waiting for something. Eventually she speaks. ‘Can I do anything to help?’


I get her to wash and slice the strawberries and we pass the next few minutes in silence, the sizzle of bread in hot butter the only noise. It should be companionable, comfortable, but I can sense the nervous tension coming off her. ‘Is everything okay, Anna?’ I ask. ‘I mean, are you—’


‘Everything’s fine,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. Just try to ignore me if you can. I’m just hopeless at the moment.’


‘You’re not hopeless,’ I say. ‘Don’t say that.’


She shrugs.


We eat at the table, sitting opposite one another. I wonder if I should mention the crying I heard last night, but I don’t know how to broach it. I decide to bring it up indirectly, give her the opportunity to mention it herself if she wants to.


‘I got home about midnight last night,’ I say. ‘Thanks for leaving those lights on. I didn’t disturb you too much, did I? When I came in? Did you sleep okay?’


‘Like a log,’ she says, her face blank, unreadable. ‘You didn’t disturb me at all. I didn’t hear a thing.’




*





She insists on cleaning up after breakfast, so I leave her to it and go up to my room. I spend a while mucking around on the internet, resisting the temptation to log into Facebook and see what Lilla’s up to.


Later, when I’m down in the kitchen about to make myself a sandwich, there’s a knock on the door. I hear Anna go down the hall, the door being opened. Voices. Footsteps.


A few minutes later Anna appears in the kitchen with Fiona, who’s carrying a bag of groceries, talking animatedly about something. She stops when she notices me, says hello.


‘Hey,’ I say. ‘Fiona. Nice to see you.’


‘I’ve just brought some supplies,’ she says. She lifts the bag on to the bench. ‘Milk and bread. Some coffee.’


‘Sorry,’ I say, glancing at Anna. ‘Maybe I should have checked? I already got some of that stuff.’


Fiona waves her hand. ‘Don’t worry. I just assumed. I was going past. It’s become a habit. Now you two go and sit down and I’ll put these away and then we can have coffee.’


Anna and I sit at the table while Fiona unpacks the groceries. She offers instant coffee from a jar, and even though I can’t stand the stuff I accept. I want to be friendly.


Fiona must be in her late twenties, or her early thirties – she’s a fair bit older anyway – and it’s as if she has a protective, almost maternal thing going with Anna. She seems more like a mother or an older sister than a friend.


She brings the mugs to the table, offers sugar and milk, then sits at the head, between me and Anna. She turns to me. ‘How are you settling in? Enjoying the house?’


‘Yeah,’ I nod. ‘Everything’s good.’


‘It’s not too big for you?’ she asks. ‘You’re not getting lost?’


‘Not so far,’ I say.


Fiona starts telling a long and complicated story about some traffic incident she witnessed on the way over. I’m not all that interested in what she’s saying, but I’m polite enough to pretend. Anna makes no effort. She sips on her coffee and stares into space, not appearing to register Fiona’s words at all.


Anna’s bizarre behaviour doesn’t seem to bother Fiona. She talks on and on, as if the situation is completely normal. It makes me wonder if she’s so used to Anna’s reticence that she doesn’t notice it any more, or whether she’s just learned to ignore it.
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