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Charlotte

There are places that stay hot long after the sun goes down. Alice Springs was one of them. Even now, all these years later, I can close my eyes and feel that heat sitting on my skin like a second layer. It wasn’t the kind of heat that made you sweat straight away. It waited. It pressed in slowly, until breathing felt heavier than it should have. Like the air itself was watching you. 

I was ten years old the day everything changed. I didn’t know that at the time, of course. You never do. At ten, you think days just keep stacking up one after the other, neat and predictable. School. Home. Dinner. Sleep. You don’t expect a single afternoon to reach forward and touch the rest of your life. But that day did.

Our house sat in a quiet working-class street, all brick and concrete, with a yard that tried its best to grow grass but mostly gave up and turned to dust. Mum kept it tidy. Even when things weren’t right, she kept the place looking like they were. People drove past and saw a normal house. A normal family. Nothing to look twice at. That morning, Mum didn’t turn the radio on. She always had it on — low, but there — something singing or talking while she moved around the kitchen. That day there was nothing but the scrape of her chair legs on the lino and the soft click of cupboard doors closing too carefully.

I remember standing in the hallway, watching her from behind, the way children do when they know something is wrong but don’t yet have the words for it. She was dressed already. That should have been my first clue. Mum didn’t usually get dressed properly until after lunch if she wasn’t going anywhere. But there she was in a clean blouse, hair tied back tight, like she didn’t want it getting in the way of anything.

“Angel,” she said, not turning around. “If your dad comes home today, I want you to stay close to me. Do you hear me?”

I said yes, because that’s what you say when you’re ten and a grown-up asks you something serious. She turned then, and I saw it in her face. Not panic — Mum was good at hiding that — but something tighter. Like fear had decided to behave itself for the moment.

“I’ve changed all our locks,” she explained. I didn’t understand why that mattered. Dad was supposed to have keys. That was how houses worked. But Mum said it like it was both a confession and a promise. “He won’t get inside,” she added. “Not today.”

I nodded again, even though my stomach had already begun to feel hollow, like I’d missed a step on the stairs. Later, I would understand why she did it. Why she tried to stop him before he arrived. Why she tried to be brave first. But at ten years old, all I knew was this: Something bad was coming home with my father. And Mum was trying to stop it at the door.
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