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​CHAPTER ONE
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Enda Wilson forced her last white pill down the too-small drain hole. Water gushed from the taps and flushed it far, far away. 

The phone let out a demented shrill. She jumped, but flat refused to feel guilty. Instead he turned the taps off, stormed into the lounge room and grabbed the receiver. “Christ Mum, you don’t have to check up on me!”

Silence on the other end. Oh shit. Maybe it wasn’t Mum at all.

“Enda? Enda is that you?”

At first she couldn’t place the voice. “Who is this?”

“Chrissake, it’s me Selene!”

Enda scowled at the phone. “Why are you ringing me at 3am?” 

“I have to get out of here. I’m coming to see you.”

“What’s happened? Where are you?”

“I’m still in Dead Rock. What’s happened is our whole family is really fucked up, okay? I can’t talk over the phone. I have to leave, now. I’ll be there in three hours.” Selene’s voice trembled on the last word. A door slammed in the background.

“But Selene why would you-”

“I’ll see you soon.”

The phone went dead.

Enda stared at the receiver. Then she lay down on the couch and stared up at the layer of dust coating the fancy lights Mum had installed last year. She swallowed, hard. No. Selene, come here? After all these years? Not now, not when her nursing career lay in smoking ashes and her entire social life consisted of psychiatrist appointments twice a week. God no.

She’d sounded so scared.

A cat purred near her ear. The imprint of a paw appeared in the red velour of the couch.

Enda closed her eyes and curled up around the phone. Tiny bumps broke out on her skin where the ghost cat passed.

*
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THE PHONE WENT OFF right next to her ear.

Enda groaned and opened her eyes. The clock on the wall said 9am. She had a cramp in her neck from sleeping on the couch and the phone embedded in her cheek. She peeled it off her skin.

She didn’t want to face today. She didn’t want to start a new job she knew she’d hate. She pressed the button to answer the call. “Alright Mum, I’m up.”

“Enda, it’s me.”

It felt like 3am all over again, except she knew exactly whose voice answered her this time. 

“Dad?” she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Hi.” She didn’t know what else to say. It had been nine years since she and her mother left Dead Rock. He’d called maybe three times in those years. 

“It’s good to hear your voice,” he said.

Enda clutched the phone so hard her knuckles turned white. “How are you?” the question seemed inane.

“I’m – I’m not so good.” 

Enda thought she heard him drag on a cigarette. Gross. It had taken her a year to get that smell out of her clothes when they left.

“How are you? How’s your mum?”

“We’re fine. She just got some big new contract. She’s been at this conference.”

“That’s great. I heard you finished uni.”

“That was like two years ago.”

Awkward silence. 

He cleared his throat. “Listen, Enda, something’s happened. It’s your cousin, Selene.”

“I just spoke to her last night.”

“She’s dead. She–she fell off Dead Rock early this morning.”

The words sucked all the air out of the room. Enda slowly shook her head. “What? No. No, that’s not possible. What was she doing up there? How could she fall?”

Her father’s voice lowered. “We think–that is, your uncle said she jumped. He’s devastated. Everyone is.”

The lump in her throat made it hard to talk. She glanced at the front door, half-expecting Selene to walk through it like she’d said she would. “No way. She rang me at 3am and said she was coming here. There must be a mistake. Why would she go up Dead Rock?” 

She paused. The 3am phone call seemed like a dream. Selene had said she was at Dead Rock, but had she meant the town, or the rock of the same name?

“I want you to come home,” her father said into the silence. “For the funeral. Please come home, just for a few days. Your room’s still here, I never changed it. I want to see you. Everybody does.”

Enda had her doubts about everybody, but she heard herself say yes. She didn’t seem to be in her body. Mum’s immaculate lounge room, dusty light fittings and thick carpet felt like a dream. Selene couldn’t be dead. 

She hung up the phone and slid down to sit on the floor. The mirrored doors of the china cabinet reflected her face. Selene wouldn’t have known her. She’d dyed a big lock of her dark brown hair white-blonde and cut the lot straight across the shoulders. Because she could. Because she didn’t live in a shit hole town with a population of 600 and she could look as freakish as she wanted to. 

She closed her eyes. She didn’t want to go back to Dead Rock. She didn’t want to see her father.

She wanted to see him desperately. 

A key scratched in the front door. Footsteps came up the hall and padded over the carpet.

“Good morning.”

Enda opened her eyes. She had to look up and up and up; those damn high heels made Leda Wilson too tall. The hair piled up so high just made the impression worse. She wore full makeup and a tailored beige skirt suit. She looked fresh and relaxed, at least for two seconds. Then the familiar concern creased her brow.

“Is everything okay? You look like you’ve been crying.”

“I haven’t.” Enda fidgeted with her sleeve. Her flannel shirt had creases from sleeping in it.

Leda dumped her bag, kicked off her shoes and crouched in front of her. She had that resigned look on her face. She’d had it a lot lately. “You need to talk to me if I’m going to help you through this, Enda. Have you taken your medication today?”

“Yes.” The lie rolled off her tongue like water. She resisted looking at the sink, where she’d flushed her lithium last night right before Selene called. 

“Do you need me to call the psychiatrist?”

“I don’t need a psychiatrist!” Enda took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. “I just spoke to Dad. Selene killed herself last night. I have to go back to Dead Rock for the funeral.”

Leda collapsed onto the floor next to her. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“How long will you go for?”

“Just until the funeral. See how Dad’s doing. Look, I know you got me that job and all, but I need to go.”

Leda made a quick, tense movement. “Fine. I know you and Selene were close.”

“Not really. Are you coming to the funeral?”

“I don’t know. No.”

“But she’s your niece!” 

“I don’t want to go back to Dead Rock!”

Silence followed Leda’s terse statement. She softened her tone and spoke again. “Look, I’ll try, okay? I’m just not sure I’m ready to see your father yet. And I want you to be careful out there. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Mum. It’s Dead Rock for God’s sake.”

“Bipolar disorder is a tricky condition Enda, I’m just worried going back there could be a trigger.”

Enda set her teeth. “I can look after myself.”

“I never said you couldn’t.”

“So drop it.”

The crow’s feet around Leda’s eyes deepened under her makeup. “I’m sorry. I just want what’s best for you.”

“Drop it!”

Leda stood up and walked away, every line of her body held in rigid, angry tension. She held herself like that a lot.

Enda wondered if she’d remembered to hide the empty lithium box.

*

[image: ]


THE DRIVE TO DEAD ROCK took three hours. The safety of the city fell far behind; the road narrowed and wound like a snake. Enda wondered why her mother had agreed so readily to her going. She’d half expected her to hire an escort of doctors in white coats. To be fair, they’d both been fed up with each other for months now. Leda probably needed a break.

She slowed at the entrance to the town. Head Rock, two kilometres, the sign said. Someone had spray-painted a D over the H in Head decades ago, and the town had been called Dead Rock ever since, same as the infamous cliff that claimed life after life.

Enda blinked back tears. Surely there’d been a mistake. It couldn’t have been Selene that jumped. Selene might have been a prize bitch, but she would never end it like that.

The entry to town had changed little in nine years. The same red-roofed houses, the little hotel and the park with the rusty swing she and Selene used to play on as kids. 

Then the cliff threw its shadow over the highway. The familiar plain of grey sand ran from the road to the bush. Broken police tape fluttered at the base of the cliff.  

The air went cold so suddenly she checked the sky for a storm, but it stretched blue and hot into infinity. 

Something flashed in her peripheral vision. Then a woman with long blonde hair and bright red lipstick leaned over from the passenger seat and laid her fingers on the steering wheel. “You shouldn’t have come back here.” She yanked on the wheel.

Enda screamed. The car left the road and spun out on soft grey sand. She slammed on the brakes. The wheels locked up and the car came to a halt pointing back the way she’d come.

A burst of police siren split the silence that followed.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Damn it.

Enda leaned on her steering wheel and took a few deep breaths to calm herself. Nobody in the passenger seat. She’d only got a quick glimpse of the woman, just enough to be very bloody sure it was Selene. Nobody else in Dead Rock wore that shade of red.

A rap on her window. Great. Just great. Gone for nine years and the first thing she did was almost crash her car in front of the only cop in Dead Rock. She wound down the window.

“Step out of the car please, miss.”

Enda got out of the car. The tall, heavyset man in the blue uniform looked pretty red in the face. She couldn’t see his eyes under his peaked police hat, but she knew they were dark blue, same as hers and Selene’s and her dad’s. The paraphernalia of gun and pepper spray and who knew what else at his belt bulked out a slight paunch. His badge said Sergeant Conrad Wilson, same as it always had. He’d been Sergeant here forever.

He looked pissed off. Of course he did. Christ, the poor man had scraped his daughter off the roadside just hours ago and here she was spinning out on the sand. She didn’t have the courage to meet his eyes.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” his voice came out as a growl.

“I’m sorry.” Enda looked at her feet. “I got distracted. I thought I saw–” she hesitated. I thought I saw your dead daughter in my passenger seat. She tried to kill me. Do you mind? “I thought I saw a rabbit, so I swerved,” she said.

“A likely story.” He held up a white plastic pipe attached to a machine. “I want you to blow into this please.”

Christ. He didn’t even recognise her. Could today get any better? Enda put her lips around the plastic and blew into it until he told her to stop.

He studied the machine. It beeped. “Your blood alcohol level is zero.” He sounded disappointed.

“I know,” she said.

“Do you want to explain to me how swerving resulted in your vehicle leaving the road like that?”

“I had a late night, maybe I was a little tired.”

“Are you aware that’s an offense?”

“What? Being tired?” Enda knew she needed to shut up and not get arrested by Selene’s dad on her first day back.

“I’m going to need to see your license,” he said.

Enda leaned into the car, extracted her license from her bag, handed it over and waited while he glanced over it.

He looked from the license to her. His hand trembled. “Enda? Why didn’t you say something?”

“Sorry Uncle Con. It really was an accident.”

“Don’t worry about that.” He wrapped his arms around her, mashing her face against a police badge with sharp edges.

He let her go. “What are you doing here?”

“Dad told me what happened. I came straight away. I’m so sorry, if there’s anything I can do-”

He shook his head. “You’re here, that’s enough. Where’s Leda?”

“Mum might come for the funeral, but she had to work today.”

Uncle Con looked the car over. “You’re lucky you only went onto the sand, you know. Doesn’t look like there’s any damage.”

Enda glanced over the shabby old Magna. If she was anyone else, he’d have slapped a yellow sticker on it by now. “Can I go home?”

He sighed. “Are you sure you want to do that? You should stay with me and Betty while you’re here. You might be more comfortable.”

“I really want to see Dad.”

“I’d better come with you.”

*
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ENDA STOPPED IN THE middle of the waist-high long grass in the front yard, beside the weed-strangled pear tree, the straggly hibiscus and the geraniums. A rusted swing chair leaned at a risky angle near the veranda. The yellow paint on the front wall of the house cracked and peeled; one of the windows had a fracture in it. It looked like nobody had even lived here for ages. Uncle Con’s hand landed on her shoulder and for a brief second she thought about taking him up on his offer.  

“Is Dad okay?”

“Depends how you define okay.” The words had a tinge of bitterness.

Enda followed the path trodden through the grass, climbed the three steps to the veranda and walked gingerly over the spongy boards. The door opened at a touch onto the dark hallway.

She stepped into a wall of stale cigarette smell, gagged and left the door wide open. The house lay silent. She picked her way over sheets of newspaper lying on the floor, torn cigarette packets and crushed beer cans. Empty green glass bottles lined the edges of the hall. Some had dead or wilting red geranium flowers in them. Uncle Con’s heavy footsteps made the floor vibrate behind her.

The familiar patter of invisible little paws preceded her into the kitchen. At least her dead cat had followed her here. She wouldn’t be completely alone.

She looked around the kitchen. “Oh my God.”

“Like I said, you’d be more comfortable at my house,” Uncle Con said. 

“I suppose I should have expected this.” Enda looked from the kitchen sink piled with dirty dishes to the table cluttered with old newspapers and overflowing ashtrays. The stale smoke smelled worse in here. Her shoes crunched over a layer of grime. She held her breath, hurried to the windows over the sink, flung them wide open and snatched her hand away from the spider she disturbed in the process. She turned her back on the piled-up dishes, reluctant to move away from the source of fresh air. “So where’s Dad?” 

“Why don’t you go put your stuff in your room?” Uncle Con disappeared down the hall.

Enda followed him and dumped her suitcase and bag in her old room. It smelled dusty, but at least it was tidy.

She ventured along the hall, opening doors as she went. She shut the laundry door again very quickly on the smell of moulding clothes. She checked the other two bedrooms and then headed for the sleepout at the back of the house where Uncle Con had gone.

There, afternoon sun shone through dusty louvers, just barely lighting a table spattered with paint, two easels squeezed amid piles of old newspapers and walls covered in half-finished canvases. He’d never been able to finish a painting even when she was a kid. 

Dead Rock brooded in the background of every canvas.

Through the open back door she glimpsed the overgrown garden, where the grass grew like a forest and weeds strangled the trees. She could just discern the path to the back fence the property shared with Uncle Con’s house.

Uncle Con bent over a bed pushed up against the furthest wall of the room. There she could just see Leo Wilson on his back, snoring. She tip-toed forward. His hair, blacker than hers, had got long and tangled around his shoulders. Grey streaked through it in places. He hadn’t shaved for several days. He stank of stale beer, cigarettes and sweat. Several bottles littered the couch and floor around him. A cigarette stub had burned to nothing between his fingers.

She felt a surge of hatred. All these years, and nothing had changed.

Uncle Con thumped the wall above the bed. “Leo, wake up.”

The snoring got louder.

“Wake up Leo!” Uncle Con shook the bed so violently Leo rolled out and landed on the floor at his brother’s feet.

Enda winced in sympathy. She didn’t think Con should have been quite that nasty.

Leo pushed himself into a sitting position and rubbed his eyes. His voice came out rough and cracked. “Hey? What? What are you doing?”

“Get up.” Con’s voice was clipped and tinged with contempt. “Is this any way to welcome Enda home?”

“Who?” Leo climbed back up to the bed and sat there rubbing his eyes.

There went the sympathy.

“Me,” Enda said.

Uncle Con started. He came back to her, put an arm around her shoulder and escorted her to the door. “I didn’t realise you came in. Why don’t you go unpack or something? I was hoping you wouldn’t have to see him like this.”  

“Why not? It’s just how I remember him.” 

“Just give us a minute.” Con opened the door for her.

“Enda?” Leo said from the other side of the room.

Enda looked over her shoulder. Somehow she felt like she’d never left. Same shit, nine years on. “Good guess Dad.” She walked out.

*

[image: ]


ENDA OPENED THE PANTRY doors and found the shelves almost bare but for a packet of pasta. She put some water on to boil. She held her breath while she emptied the ashtrays into the bin, then gathered all the newspapers into a single dusty pile and put them near the door. She found a dishcloth with holes in it on the cluttered sink and used it to wipe down the table until the surface at least resembled something hygienic. She kept cleaning and pretended she couldn’t hear Uncle Con throwing cold water over Leo in the backyard to sober him up. After a while footsteps went up the hall and the shower went on.  

She’d just put pasta into boiling water when Leo walked into the kitchen. He’d shaved, put on a fresh flannel shirt and torn jeans, and brushed his hair. He no longer smelled. She didn’t remember him being so thin. He gave her an uncertain smile.

Enda went to her father and hugged him. “Hi Dad.”

“It’s good to see you.” Leo squeezed her briefly, then stepped back and looked at her. “Wow. Look at you, all grown up and glamorous.”

“Hardly.” Enda pointed at the table. “Why don’t you wash some plates? I made food.”

Leo looked at the floor. “I wanted to make you dinner,” he said. “Welcome you home, you know. I guess I, um-”

“Had too much to drink and passed out? Yeah, I noticed. Just like old times.” She stabbed the fork into the pasta and splashed boiling water on her hand.

Leo shuffled over to the sink and turned on the water. Enda kept her back to him until the pasta softened. Then she took the food over to the table and portioned it into the two bowls he’d set out. Plain pasta, not even any tomato sauce. They avoided each other’s eyes. Leo ate fast. Enda picked at her food, not really hungry. Finally she pushed it away.

Leo watched her across the table. “It’s really good to see you.” 

“You already said that.” Enda folded her arms on the tabletop. No good asking him how he was doing, he’d obviously been drunk for the last nine years. “Are you working?”

“A bit. I do some gardening here and there.”

“Obviously not here.”

Leo shrugged. “I’ll get around to it.”

“I suppose you’ll get around to the cleaning, too?”

“You’re very like your mother.”

Enda almost smiled. “She doesn’t think so.”

“She rang me today.”

“Did she now?” Enda played with her fork and wondered what her mother could possibly have had to say to her father.

“She said you’d had some problems.”

Of course she did. Bitch. Enda got up from the table so quickly her chair almost fell over. “Come on. I might only be here for three days, but I’m not living in a pigsty. We’ll start with the dishes.”
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​CHAPTER THREE
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“Hey look, it’s Enda the world.”

Selene, fourteen years old. Blonde curls rippled over her shoulders. Malice glinted in her dark blue eyes. Three boys hovered at her elbows. The bitch twins from hell flanked her like bookends, all of them between her and her locker. Selene’s lips curved and Enda knew what she’d say before she even opened her mouth.

“My dad put your dad in the jail last night. He was so drunk he picked a fight with his own car.”

Enda hitched her schoolbag over one shoulder. She just looked. She knew it infuriated Selene when she didn’t rise to the bait.

Selene’s voice rose. “Your dad’s a drunk!”

Enda raised her eyebrows just the slightest amount. Selene flushed a dull red. 

One of the boys looked Enda up and down. “I heard you’re so poor you use your dad’s empty wine casks for furniture.”

Selene laughed loud enough to attract attention up and down the hall. “That’s because she’s white trash.”

A flash of white-hot anger. The urge to hurt. She had nothing on Selene, but that didn’t matter in high school, people made stuff up all the time. “Do your boyfriends here know you sleep around for crack?”

Selene leaped at her.

Enda clawed at the pillow. The room felt dark and close. A cold shadow hovered at her left side, close enough to kiss. Only the familiar weight of the ghost cat, Ivy, at her feet kept a wave of terror at bay. She pulled the blankets over her head and shut her eyes, comforted only by the rhythm of her dead cat purring.

Darkness. She tried not to inhale the dust from the pillow. She wondered what kind of woman Selene had become. Neither she nor her cousin had bothered to keep in touch after she left. Why would they? They couldn’t stand each other.

“Enda!”

Enda hung upside down from the climbing frame, eyes closed, feeling the sun warm on her face. Her hair hung almost to the ground. The rusty swing chains creaked back and forth, back and forth. 

Selene’s pigtails flew through the air. “Enda look how high I can go!”

Enda opened her eyes. She looked past Selene. The shadow of Dead Rock ended just where the playground began, the sky her floor, the rock her sky. She swung off the frame, walked to the fence and leaned over it. A tall Aboriginal man wearing a battered hat and old-fashioned braces stood under the rock, staring at the playground.

Enda waved. He tipped his hat at her.

Selene jumped from the swing and landed with a thud in the sand. She joined Enda at the fence. “Who are you waving at?”

“That man over there.”

“What man?”

Enda pointed. 

“There’s nobody there!”

Enda pointed again. “He’s right there.”

Selene’s voice rose. “I’m telling your mum! She said you weren’t to make up stories to scare me anymore! There’s nobody there!”

Enda punched the pillow into shape. A dust cloud enveloped her face and she sneezed. The heavy blackness of the room absorbed the sound. She kept her eyes squeezed shut and shifted further under the blanket. That cold mass near her shoulder breathed, waited. She couldn’t go out there. She just had to stop thinking about Selene.

Stop.

Thinking.

Dead Rock, washed deep purple in the early dawn light.  

Stop thinking about it.

Standing at the top of Dead Rock. The first grey light in the sky, picking out the shadows and shapes of houses and trees as far as the eye could see. Vast black space yawning at her feet. 

One little step.

A step. Someone behind her left shoulder.

Dark blue eyes, shadowed in the dawn.

She plunged so fast, sickening, body and mind lost in one wave of terror, one scream-

Enda sat up so fast the bedsprings squeaked and the mattress bounced, just like she really had just fallen from a great height. The darkness wrapped cold hands around her throat. The cold breathed icicles into her shoulder. Her pounding blood made her head spin. Miles of nothing stretched between her and the light switch. Her shallow breaths echoed in the dark like thunder. The room shifted around her, thick with shapes and mutters.

Her breath sounded like a sob, but she didn’t know if that sound even came from her.

Light blazed. Enda squeezed her eyes shut.

When she opened them only the bedroom remained. Leo stood in the doorway, one foot in and one foot out as though he wasn’t sure he’d done the right thing. “The nightmares?” he said.

Enda nodded. She felt an overwhelming rush of gratitude and familiarity. Only her father had ever really understood about the nightmares. Leda had shrugged them off and said she’d grow out of it. “You remembered.”

Leo smiled. “Come on,” he said. “It’s 3am. Terrible time of the night to be sleeping.”

Only too glad to leave the room, Enda threw her long coat on over her pajamas for warmth and followed her father into the kitchen, now a hell of a lot cleaner than it had been when she’d arrived. She filled the rusty old kettle with water and set it to boil.

Leo sat at the kitchen table and took a swig from a bottle of beer.

Enda gave the tiniest sigh and wondered if he’d been up all night drinking. She made her tea black, with plenty of sugar, and joined him.

“I could get you a beer,” he said.

“No.” The word came out more forcibly than she’d intended.

He shrugged. “What was the nightmare about?”

“Selene.” Enda wished she could take the word back as soon as she said it, because it made Leo tip back his bottle and drain it. 

He went to the fridge for another, then sat heavily in the chair and cracked it open. “Selene,” he said.

Enda took a sip of her tea. The hot liquid burned her lips. She formed the question carefully in her mind before speaking it. “Are they sure she jumped?” she said. “I mean, how do they know it was suicide? Who’s to say there wasn’t somebody else there with her?”

“This is Dead Rock. People don’t get murdered here.” Leo’s tone forestalled any more questions. He fidgeted with his beer bottle and looked right through her with red-rimmed, bloodshot eyes.

“Dad,” she said. “I want you to do something for me.”

“What?” 

“I want you to stop drinking.”

“Don’t be bloody ridiculous.” His voice was low and rough.

Enda flinched. 

Leo dropped his face into his hands. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry Enda, I didn’t mean it. I can’t. I just can’t. I know I’m a fuckup. I know I was never a good father, but I have to–I have to–” He took a swig of his drink.

“You have to what?” Enda curled her fingers around the hot mug.

Leo stared into his beer and said nothing.

Enda slid her fingers across the table until they almost touched his. She rested her chin on her arm, tired, and looked up at him. The years and the alcohol had made their mark on his once handsome face. She wondered what had turned him into this broken man. “Please Dad,” she said. “It’s just three days. Just while I’m here. I want to see you, not some drunk who doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“It’s not that easy. You can’t just stop.” Leo looked at her fingers. 

Enda withdrew her hand. God. She may as well just get back in her car and go. “Three days, Dad. Three days out of your whole life, for me. You know what? You owe me this. Do you have any idea what it was like to grow up in this shithole town with everyone knowing my dad was the local drunk? It was fifteen years of hell. So I reckon you can give me three days sober.”

Leo looked at her. For a moment she thought he’d yell, or swear, or walk away. She wished he would. Anything to show he wasn’t just a piss-weak old wino.

Then the tension drained from him. His hand slackened on the bottle. His shoulders slumped. “How come you never told me?”

“What was I supposed to say?” 

“If I do this for you, you need to do something for me.”

“What?” 

“Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me what your mother was talking about.”

Enda considered for a moment. Leda would tell him anyway when she got here. “Deal,” she said, and stuck out her hand.

Leo shook it. He raised the bottle to his lips.

“Starting now,” Enda said.

“Now?” Leo looked rebellious. “Can’t I just finish this one?”

“No.”

He pushed the bottle across the table to her. “Fine. But you need to help me. Get rid of it. Get rid of it all.”

“Okay.” Enda took the bottle and emptied it down the sink. She felt Leo’s eyes on her back, watching her every move. “Tomorrow we’ll get the house sorted out. For now, you go to bed.”

“And your side of the bargain?”  

Enda threw him a glance over her shoulder. “Tomorrow,” she said. “When you’re sober.”

She heard him leave the kitchen, his footsteps echoing down the hall. Best to take him at his word, even if it meant he’d freak out in the morning. She pulled half a carton of beer out of the fridge and emptied each bottle into the sink. The hiss of beer down the plug hole felt like music.

She found a bottle of vodka in the top cupboard. A tail end of bourbon under the sink. Why the hell did he still hide them, when he’d lived alone all these years?

Enda put the empty bottles in a box and carried it down the dark hall. Ivy trotted at her feet. Their footsteps echoed together in the darkness.

She walked carefully across the spongy veranda and down to the bin, where she dropped the whole box in.

Ivy purred. Enda moved away from the bin, crouched in the long grass and reached out her hand. Cool air brushed her fingers. She looked up at the clear sky, so dark out here in the country, so black. Every star stood out. The half-moon shone so bright it hurt her eyes to look at.

A gentle wind skipped across the yard, rustled the grass, carried night fragrances of baked dirt and settling heat. Hibiscus flowers turned their deep pink faces to the stars. Enda closed her eyes and just listened. She didn’t want to go back to bed. Not with something in her room.

Blades of grass whispered to each other. The pear tree’s leaves sighed. No other sound reached the garden gates. Nothing at all might exist out there, except a blonde woman in a red dress with dark blue eyes.

Enda started back to consciousness. Her neck prickled. The pear tree threw shadows over her. The wind picked up and the long grass bent double. The house glared at her, a wild animal with cracked eyes and peeling skin. She backed away. It didn’t want her. It had Leo. She shivered as the night turned on her, dug icy fingers into her spine and whispered terrifying things.

She bumped through the gate. The squeal of rusty hinges cut the night and then creaked into silence. The grass hissed behind her.

She turned her back on all of it, clutched her coat close and hurried away. The air quickly warmed. She had hoped Ivy would come too, but no comforting patter of feet, no invisible purr followed her flight.

White daisies glowed over a tumbledown fence beside the path. Enda broke one flower off at the base of the stem. She crossed the road and took a little alley that led between two houses with tall fibro fences. The gravel hurt her bare feet; she walked lightly into the pitch blackness.

The fences gave way to a concrete path that wound through a patch of forest. Balga bushes formed spiny black and green walls on either side. Between them rose towering, rough-barked jarrah and marri, their trunks blackened from some long-ago fire. Thick layers of dead leaves crowded the edges of the path. The air caressed her skin, warm and pleasant. Maybe she’d bring her pillow and blanket out here tomorrow night and sleep where the ghosts were friendly.

Enda followed the path until it emerged into a big, bare space. She curled her toes into the cold grey sand and looked up at Dead Rock, now just a big black shape in the darkness. She couldn’t see the rock face, or the fissures, or anything except far, far above where the rock ended and the stars began. 

She walked slowly over the sand, crossed the tracks left by her near-car accident, then the empty road. 

Scraps of yellow police tape lay on the ground. A white shape glowed in the darkness near the base of the rock. Her guts contracted. Someone had planted a little cross to mark the place where Selene had fallen. She crouched down to place her daisy with the other tributes. A white petal floated to the ground.

Cold seeped into her muscles. Enda’s hands shook. Her teeth chattered. She scrambled out of the cold space. Something moved in her peripheral vision; a flash of red disappeared into the shadows where the hidden path up the rock began.

She closed her eyes. All the anger she’d held at Selene all these years drained away. There must have been something much bigger at stake for her cousin to do the unthinkable. “Selene?” she whispered into the night.

Nothing.

Enda looked at the top of the rock. What could have driven Selene to suicide? Perhaps it had been the only thing left to do. Perhaps it had been simpler than trying to live. 

She felt her way to the little alcove at the base of the rock where you had to duck under an overhang and then climb a steep, rocky slope, hanging onto elbows of stone and the tough vines that grew near the path. Her feet slipped on sandy slopes, but she curled her toes in and grasped the rock. Had Selene come this way last night? Why, so soon after calling her?

She’d forgotten how steep this path was. By the time she gained the top, Enda’s shoulders burned, her feet bled and the knees of her pajamas were torn. She lay on the bare rock for a few minutes to catch her breath. Then she pushed herself up on her hands, got to her feet and took a few steps toward the edge. 

The night spread out before her. The stars cascaded to the distant horizon. Dead Rock town lay black, with just a few pinpoints of light to relieve the shadow. You forgot, in the city, that there could be darkness like this, or silence broken only by the wind, the hoot of an owl and the whirr of crickets. She couldn’t see or feel the drop off. She edged forward. Tried to imagine Selene standing here, hurting so bad she felt no other option than to jump, but she just couldn’t. Selene had never in her life just given up. Would never jump. Enda knew it as certainly as she knew the edge lay somewhere near her toes. 

She inched forward and watched the distant horizon. The faintest ribbon of grey washed the edge of the sky. The stars began to fade. The grey ate up the darkness and turned to a brilliant red that bled from horizon to horizon. The molten tip of the sun set the red on fire.

She’d never seen the sunrise from here. It was beautiful, the way the light crept from horizon to town, unveiled Dead Rock and kept travelling up. The sunlight hit the rock, defined the edge and covered her toes in cold scarlet light. 

The sensation of flying whispered through her mind. Wind like a knife. Impact, face first into the ground.

Enda jerked back to herself. She shivered. She shouldn’t be standing on the edge of a cliff fighting sleep, but it was too late to go now without being seen. She could hear footsteps coming up behind her. She stayed put and watched the sunrise fade and the sky turn pale blue.

The footsteps came to a stop beside her. “You alright?” 

Enda turned her head. A woman stood next to her. She was probably in her late fifties, from the smattering of crow’s feet around her eyes and the sparse streaks of grey in her long black hair. The planes of her face were hardened, as though life had dealt her some blows, but she didn’t look angry about whatever it was. She wore a long green cotton skirt and a black t-shirt with the red, yellow and black Aboriginal flag printed on the front. Always was, always will be, it said.

“I’m fine.”

“You wanna be careful up here,” the woman said. “One more step and you’d be a goner.”

“I wasn’t planning on jumping.” Enda tried not to snap the words, or to be too irritated at having her thoughts interrupted while in her pajamas on a cliff top.

“Sometimes you don’t have to be.” The woman kept her eyes on the horizon. “What’s your name?”

“Enda.” Enda took a step back from the edge and turned away from the brightening sun.

“Enda? Enda Wilson?” the woman screwed her eyes up and looked closer. “Aren’t you Leo’s daughter that took off with her mum?”

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Come back for your cousin’s funeral?”

“Yep.” 

“Figures.” The woman scowled at her. “Best you don’t come up here anymore. Hate to see another Wilson go.”

A touch of sarcasm in her voice made Enda flinch.

The woman walked in the other direction.

“Wait!” Enda hurried after her.

She turned back. 

“Did you know Selene?”

“I met her once or twice. She was alright.” She looked down at Enda’s clothes.

Enda grabbed her coat shut over her pajamas. “What’s your name?”

“Molly.” Molly hesitated for a moment. Her voice turned hard and defiant when she spoke again. “Molly Wilson.”

“Molly Wilson?” Enda paused, confused. She’d thought she knew all her relatives. 

“Never told you, did they?” Molly came a few steps closer. 

“Told me what?” Enda saw herself, momentarily, reflected in Molly’s eyes; a tiny figure with a white streak in her short hair, a midget city girl out of place and time.

“You won’t tell anyone else.” 

Enda recognised the command in the words. She nodded.

Molly jerked her head. “Come on then.” She continued walking away.

Enda ran after her and fell into step. She kept her eyes on the ground, watching out for rocks or bits of glass that might hurt her feet.

Molly only spoke when they were well away from the cliff top and picking their way down a wide, steep slope covered with dried grass and spindly trees. Honkeynuts slipped underfoot. Black cockatoos screeched at them from the treetops. Already the heat was rising, and with it clouds of black flies.

“Should wear shoes out here,” Molly said.

“I didn’t have time to put any on.”

“Why not?”

“I-” she hesitated. Then she matched Molly’s earlier defiant tone. “I got freaked out. I thought there was a ghost in my dad’s house.”

“Ghosts always freak you out?”

She thought about Ivy. “Not always.”

“I’m your aunty, Enda Wilson.”

The words were so abrupt that for a moment they didn’t sink in. When they did, Enda stopped walking. “What?”

“You heard me. What’s the matter, you don’t want a Noongar woman for an aunty?”

“It’s not that.” Enda searched for the right words, not wanting to offend. “How come Dad and Uncle Con never said they had a sister? How could they not tell us?”

“I was adopted is why.” Molly leaned against the nearest tree and folded her arms. 

“That’s not a reason to pretend you don’t exist.” Enda cast her mind back, thinking hard about all the things she’d learned in school, adding up the dates. She knew Leo and his brother had grown up in the fifties and sixties, so Molly must have grown up with them. Words she’d barely understood in high school rolled through her mind. Assimilation. Stolen Generation. Concepts so far removed from her own experience they were little more than a history lesson. She didn’t even know how to frame the question. “Molly were you–were you–”

Molly waited, not making the question any easier.

“When you were adopted-” Enda hesitated. Maybe she shouldn’t even be asking, but somehow it had become very important in the last three minutes to find out. 

Selene’s voice echoed down the telephone line at her. What’s happened is our whole family is really fucked up, okay?

“I never knew any other family when I was a kid,” Molly said. “Just the Wilsons. I didn’t even know I was a Noongar person for years.”

“Were you taken from your real family? Like with the Stolen Generation?” There. The words were out, awkward as they sounded.

“Not like, Enda. I was. I was stolen.”

They looked at each other. Bees hummed in the dandelions. Flies clung to their shoulders. The heat burned through her long coat and pajamas. Enda could smell her own sweat. A bush rustled and a long black skink darted past them.

“Go home now,” Molly said. She pointed down the hill. “Road’s just past those trees. Remember your promise.” 

She walked away. 
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Enda placed her feet carefully on the gravel with each step, heel first, then toes. Rocks skittered. A twig stabbed her left heel. She sighed with relief when she reached the bottom of the slope, even if it did leave her out in the open where anyone could see her. She stopped to check her heel for blood.

“Hello,” a voice said.

A girl of around her own age squatted under the trees nearby, poking at the few remaining coals of a campfire with a stick. A rumpled sleeping bag and a rucksack lay by the fire. The girl had dreadlocks and skin tanned from being outdoors a lot. She wore an old cotton dress that had seen better days, and no shoes. 

“Hi.” Enda approached her, uncertain. “What are you doing?”

The girl flashed a grin. “Hiding.”

Enda sat down across the fire from her. “Really?”

“Yeah. The cop in this town is a prick.” The girl poked at the coals one more time, then heaped sand on them. “I’m Sahara,” she said.

“I’m Enda.”

Sahara watched over Enda’s shoulder for a minute. “What are you doing out here?”

She shrugged. “I’m on my way home. Listen, do you need a place to stay? You can’t just camp out here.”

Sahara shook her head. “I’m leaving today. I know when I’m not wanted. That cop’s got it in for me, you know.”

“Why?”

Sahara gave her a furtive look. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Of course not.”

“I thought maybe if I came here I could camp out and not bother anyone.”

“Don’t you have anywhere to live?”

Sahara’s lip trembled, but only for a second. She tossed her head and gave Enda a big, defiant grin. “I don’t need a house. That’s just like a big cage. I need my freedom. I’m gonna go east.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come over? Just for a little while? I could make you breakfast.”

Sahara reached out. Her fingers hovered just over Enda’s heart, not touching. The space around them felt icy cold. 

Enda’s neck prickled.

“You’re kind,” Sahara said. “But you’re different. You’ll be next.”

“What do you mean?” Enda tried to move away from her, but her feet weighed her down like lead. She felt cold, so cold.

“He’s coming,” Sahara whispered.

Enda looked over her shoulder. “Who?” 

When she looked back Sahara had gone. No campfire, no sleeping bag, nothing but an icy space in the hot morning. She got to her feet and backed out of it. When her heels encountered warm bitumen she bolted across to the sand on the other side of the highway, glad the road remained empty. She skirted a flat area where big black bull ants hurried in and out of a hole an inch big and stopped to look at her tyre marks from yesterday. She gave the rock a furtive glance, but saw no woman in red under the cliff and no homeless dreadlocked ghost.
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