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CHAPTER 1
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THE HUME HIGHWAY AT 5 am was the colour of a pot after a long reduction — dark, layered, holding everything that had boiled down into it over hours. Three and a half of those hours sat fused into the base of Kristia Vale’s spine, indistinguishable now from the seat frame pressing into the curve of her lower back.

One hundred and ten kilometres per hour. Hands at ten and two. The position locked the wrists, transferred vibration up through the forearms into shoulders that were already concrete — had been locked solid before the ignition turned in the dark outside Dubbo. 

Vibration just folded into the architecture and disappeared. Road trains owned the highway at this hour, hauling south toward Melbourne or north toward the depot belt, running lights stacking the dark in amber and red. 

Between them: nothing. 

Paddocks and fencelines and the bones of dead gums, all present but withheld, refusing to show themselves until the sun got around to it. Tyre noise on bitumen. That drone that becomes white noise at three hours and body knowledge at six. 

And the silence she’d chosen over everything else, because this car was a capsule of everything she owned — and the silence inside it was the only kind she trusted. The kind she’d made herself. The kind that didn’t need answering.

$187,000.

That number sat underneath all of it — highway noise, engine hum, the breathing in a closed car — a bass note so constant it had stopped registering as sound and started registering as pressure. 

Maintenance on a building that had been Sandra’s parents’ farmhouse before it became the only door in two hundred kilometres of flat red earth that opened for women who had no other door.

Annual cost of keeping forty women alive and housed and fed and unharmed, minus government funding that arrived late or partial or not at all, minus donations that had dried to a trickle after the big drought. 

The restaurant would generate it. Sandra’s business plan said so — projections, margins, the eighteen-month runway built with the conservatism of a woman who had grown up watching Sandra balance books at the kitchen table, making numbers behave through sheer refusal to accept that they wouldn’t.

The number had got her in the car. Not the dream. Not the restaurant. The number, the mechanism, the thing that kept the door open. 

And if a twenty-six-year-old had to open a restaurant in a city she’d visited three times to keep that door from closing, then the twenty-six-year-old was going to open the restaurant. Jaw was going to stay clenched. Hands were going to stay at ten and two. Car was going to eat the highway until the highway ran out.

Her phone buzzed in the cupholder. Blue-white light spilled across the gear stick, across the business plan folder on the passenger seat, across the cold servo coffee wedged between the folder and the car door. 

Seven voicemails. 

Sandra. 

Kristia’s thumb found the glass without her eyes leaving the road — swipe left, decline, done. Screen went dark. Phone sat face-down. 

Vibration of the missed call hummed through the plastic and faded, and the highway kept coming, and she kept driving.

Voicemails stayed unplayed because Sandra would say something kind. And Kristia could not hear something kind and keep the car between the lines simultaneously. 

Not today. 

Not at one hundred and ten with everything she owned packed into the back seat and the number underneath her like a fault line.

Thumb pressed into the left palm. The pressure points between the metacarpals. 

Drive, breathe, press, don’t listen, drive.

Dawn arrived outside Goulburn with no gradient. One minute the windshield held grey-blue nothing — that flatness of Australian pre-dawn that could be any hour or the end of the world. Next minute the sun cleared whatever hill had been hoarding it and the highway turned gold.

Not warm gold. May gold. 

Thin, low-angled, late-autumn light from a sun that had shown up but wasn’t committing.

Servo coffee had gone to the temperature of the car’s interior. Kristia drank the rest in one pull — cold and bitter, landing on the empty stomach like a stone.

Gold light hit the business plan folder on the passenger seat. 

For a moment the cream manila looked expensive — looked like it belonged to a woman with investors and a team and a safety net, instead of a woman with a hatchback and a number and a mother she couldn’t call back. 

Light passed. 

Folder went back to what it was: soft-cornered from months of handling, the evidence of a plan touched so many times the touching had worn into it.

A shift in the driver’s seat and the body announced itself in pieces, the way a building reveals its cracks after a long season. Jaw first — molars pressed together with the constancy of sleep-grinding carried into waking hours. 

Tension ran down through shoulders hitched so long the muscles had shortened into a permanent brace.

And the hands. 

Tendons visible across the backs of them. Grip maintained not because the road demanded it but because the hands needed something to clutch. Had always needed something — a whisk or a knife or a steering wheel or the edge of a bench during a rush. 

Anything solid. 

Anything that answered pressure with resistance. Anything that didn’t let go first.

A truck passed. 

Displaced air rocked the car. Kristia’s hands tightened and the tightening pulled something out of the body’s archive — not a thought, not a decision to remember, but a sensation. Small hands locked around a woman’s neck in a lit kitchen doorway.

A grip that was instinct. A four-year-old holding on because holding on was the body’s first language and letting go was a thing that hadn’t been learned yet.

The hallway in Dubbo. 

Winter cold off the plains, settled into the floorboards. A kettle at an hour when kettles don’t sound, pulling Kristia out of bed and into the dark hallway in socks on cold boards — a truck blew past outside the windshield, amber and gone — and the kitchen doorframe making a rectangle of yellow light. 

Sandra sitting at the table. A woman never seen before folded into the chair with the geometry of someone whose body had learned to make itself smaller. 

The four-year-old fused to the woman’s chest — tyre noise on bitumen, the white line unspooling — and Sandra’s voice, low, level, stripped to what the woman needed: 

You are here now, you are safe, nothing is required of you yet.

Tea. Pouring. 

Sandra’s hands steady on the pot. The four-year-old’s grip loosening degree by degree between the first cup and the second — a knot easing in warm water. Sandra lifting her and laying her on the couch under the brown cardigan with the pilled elbows. The child not making a sound because silence was safer than sound.

Highway under the wheels. Hallway under the memory. And the eleven-year-old in socks on cold floorboards watching it all from the dark.

Light shifted on the windshield. 

Something in the body surfaced — a breath caught between the memory and the road, the hallway releasing its grip one finger at a time. Then the highway was just the highway — gold light, May cold, the landscape tightening as Goulburn fell behind. 

Paddocks compressing. 

Fences multiplying. 

Spaces between houses shrinking until the suburbs started and the spaces vanished and the highway became road became lane became the arterial congestion of a city arriving from the south the way Sydney always arrived — suddenly, without apology, the skyline assembling behind low-rise sprawl.

Traffic thickened. 

Brake lights multiplied. Her capsule became one vehicle among thousands, absorbed into a system that had no interest in what it carried. Hands tightened on the wheel. Jaw re-clenched. Lanes required reading. Merge required timing. Horns announced her regional plates before she’d touched the brake.

Twenty-two minutes to King Street. Narrow the focus. The turn. The side street. The building.

You don’t have to. 

Sandra’s voice again, from a voicemail unplayed, arriving without a phone because Sandra’s voice didn’t need one. It lived in the walls.

I know you will.

Phone buzzed. Eighth call. Guilt and love rose from the chest and lodged in the throat.

Declined.

Parramatta Road fed into the inner west and the inner west became Newtown the way tributaries become a river — shopfronts changing character, graffiti becoming deliberate, cafes reaching a concentration per block that would have been absurd in Dubbo, where the one good place closed at 2pm because the owner also ran cattle.

Her father had liked that cafe. Sat in it on Saturdays before he left. Before the weight of what the property had become pressed him thinner and thinner until he wasn’t there anymore — a quiet disappearance from a home his wife had turned into something larger than a marriage could hold. Not dead. Just gone.

Sandra never spoke badly of him. A door bricked up. A shelf in front of it. The shelf held cookbooks.

King Street arriving outside the windshield and the city demanded eyes and the merge took her and the GPS spoke and the father sank back underneath the driving where he lived.

King Street at 7am sat between its night self and its morning self. Thai restaurants with chairs stacked. 

A bookshop behind its security grate, paperbacks through the mesh. A vintage store with a one-armed mannequin in a leather jacket — by design or neglect, and in Newtown possibly both. 

A delivery truck double-parked, its driver hauling green crates with the bored competence of four thousand identical mornings.

Too slow. 

Taxi’s horn split the thin quiet and hit the sternum like a slap — city impatience, a place that penalised looking. 

But her eyes were searching. 

Side street. Sandra’s description from the real estate listing a friend of a friend had forwarded — the listing that arrived the way every piece of this enterprise arrived: without alternatives, without deliberation. 

Never Surry Hills. 

Never Marrickville. 

Always Newtown. 

Always this street. Always the turn between the Thai place and something with a green door.

Turn appeared. Barely wide enough for the car. Indicate, turn, park behind a skip bin smelling of plaster dust and old timber.

Kristia turned the engine off.

The silence was hitting like a pressure change — the world louder in its quiet. A bird in an unseen tree. A roller door two streets over. Morning carrying sound with the clarity of early hours.

Through the windshield, past the skip and the cracked footpath: a single eucalyptus growing sideways out of a council tree square. Not upward but outward. Finding its angle.

Her building. 

Two storeys.

Sandstone ground floor, brick above. 1920s, built once and repurposed six times, eighteen months of nothing behind dark windows. 

Vacancy that brought rent to the edge of possible.

Awning sagging left.

Shit.

Smaller than the photos. 

Narrower street. 

Sydney compressing everything — same ingredients at twice the concentration. Forty women and their children and the door Sandra kept open, and this — this small, dark, sagging-awning place on a side street — was supposed to keep it open through force of food.

Margins would hold. Alternative was it closing, and the door was not going to close. Not while these hands worked.

Car door open and May air biting into her — denser than Dubbo air, wetter, closer.

Ocean somewhere. 

Concrete underneath. 

Breath of five million people in a harbour basin. Boots on sidewalk, solid, grounded — the heavy-soled kitchen boots bought in triplicate because once you found the tool that worked, you used it until it died.

North wall faced the morning sun. Four steps across cracked footpath and hands flat against sandstone.

Warm.

Warmer than the morning justified. Warmer than thin May sun at this angle on stone that should have been holding the night’s chill — as though something ran behind it. 

A pipe, a boiler, heat with no business being there in eighteen months of empty.

Old sandstone. Thermal quirks.

Hands stayed. That warmth moved through skin into the heels of the palms, up through the wrists.

Something in the body slowed, deeper than decision — pooling the way heat pools in a Dutch oven. 

The way a braise builds from nothing, Wattleseed working into a reduction, native thyme releasing oil in slow green whispers.

And the Dubbo kitchen was there. After close. Alone with the fryers ticking cool and leftovers on the bench. 

Hands moving the way hands move when the mind steps aside. Davidson plum cutting through richness the way truth cuts through a lie. Taste from the wooden spoon arriving not as invention but recognition.

Food that had been waiting inside these hands for years.

Tears. 

Four seconds. 

Stopped when the wrist crossed the cheekbone because the station was clean and clean stations didn’t get wrecked.

Then the notebook and the pen and the first draft of everything she was standing in front of now.

Wall held its warmth. 

Warmth held the memory. And the memory held what was buried under everything — under the number and the jaw and the corridors and the voicemails and the hands. Raw ingredients transformed into something a stranger could put in their mouth and feel, for three seconds, held.

To the left, at the edge of vision.

Green.

A door. 

Neighbouring shopfront pressed against the building like a shoulder, painted a green that hadn’t faded so much as deepened — the way good leather absorbs wear. 

A sign above it, unread. 

Her building was beside it. 

Green door stayed peripheral.

Hands off the wall. Wiped on jeans. Warmth lingered like a handprint — like the wall had pressed back.

King Street waking behind her. Espresso machine hissing to life. Cyclist at the end of the side street. Delivery driver slamming metal on metal. Dog barking somewhere above in the vertical distance of a city not yet learned.

Building waited. Wall held its warmth. Green door sat closed, paint deepening in early light.

Boot popped. Boxes labelled in black marker — handwriting that wasn’t beautiful but was legible. 

KNIVES. NOTEBOOKS. LINEN. OFFICE.

Knives first. Always knives first. The hands’ truest extension, the tool that did the most important work. Heavy in the arms. Good. Shoulders understood heavy. 

Something the body could do while the mind caught up with what was happening — which was a woman carrying a box of knives across a cracked footpath toward a door she hadn’t opened yet, past a green door she wasn’t looking at, in a city that would not notice if she succeeded or failed.

She preferred it that way.
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THE DOOR STUCK.

Not locked — the key had turned, the bolt drawn back — but the wood had swollen in the frame, expanded by eighteen months of no one opening it.

Kristia put her shoulder into it the way she’d put her shoulder into the feed shed door on the property when the rains came and the timber bloated, and the door gave with a sound like a held breath released and swallowed her into the dark and closed behind her and the space was hers.

Grey morning light through dirty windows. Dust motes turning in it, slow, suspended. Plaster dust, old wood, the cold mineral scent of vacancy.

Kristia set the box of knives down by the door and stood still, letting the space speak first.

Her father had taught her this. His hands on the fence posts, on the gate hinges, on the shearing shed walls — showing a girl’s hands how to read the language that wood and iron and plaster spoke if you pressed in the right place.

She wasn’t thinking about him. She was thinking about it as a skill, not an inheritance.

Cold gypsum pushed back against her palms when she pressed them flat on the east wall — dense, resistant, the kind of surface that didn’t give.

Load bearing.

The difference between a wall that held weight and a wall that just divided space — she felt it the way she felt cast iron against cheap aluminium.

The authority was in the material.

Her fingers found iron brackets embedded at intervals, rusted and rough under her thumb. Someone decades ago, had bolted shelves directly into the bones of the building and the brackets stayed when the shelves came down because removing them meant cutting into the wall and that cost money.

Her hand ran across the nearest one. She liked it. A building that showed what it had been through.

Something about the back wall made her pause.

There was a discoloration stretching from floor to ceiling — not quite a stain or water damage.

As she got closer, an acrid chemical scent hit her: faint, but unmistakably present within the plaster. It was from the dry cleaner. That sharp, dry smell that clings to clothes when you pick them up from the cleaners. Years of it soaked into the plaster until the wall had absorbed it the way a chopping board absorbs garlic — no matter how hard you scrub; it lives there now.

Knuckles against the surface gave back a dull, flat sound — nothing ringing, nothing resonant. Softer than the east wall. The saturation had weakened the plaster’s integrity. No amount of paint would cover this. The ghost was in the wall.

Her boot heel hit the floor, and the sound came back wrong.

Not wrong — old.

A sharp, dense strike that only hardwood made, the kind of timber that answered you when you stepped on it. Kristia dropped to one knee and ran her thumb along the grain.

Tight.

Fine.

Cool under the pad of her finger, smooth where a century of feet had worn it. Her nail caught a gouge near the baseboard — deep, deliberate, something heavy dragged across it once — and she pressed into it the way she pressed into everything, testing whether the damage went past the surface.

It didn’t. The bones were sound.

The narrow staircase rose at the back — smooth concavities worn into each step by a hundred years of feet.

Storage and office space up top.

Nothing that couldn’t wait.

Back on the ground floor the kitchen space waited at the rear. Plumbing stubs capped and labelled. In the front section Kristia stopped and looked up. The ceiling rose higher than the street had promised — three and a half metres, at least — and the pressed tin was still there, original, catching what light came through the dirty windows and holding it in its pattern.

A breath left her that she hadn’t known she was holding.

The tape measure came out in the kitchen space. Numbers fell into the Dubbo notebook — distance between plumbing stubs, range hood clearances, the mathematics of turning a room into a working kitchen.

Her shoulder grazed the north wall mid-measurement and the warmth hit through her shirt, and everything stopped.

The shared wall.

The wall between this building and whatever sat behind the green door.

Her palm went flat against it. The same warmth from outside, from the sandstone before dawn, rationalized away.

Except this was inside and the warmth was here too, which meant it wasn’t superficial, wasn’t sun on stone, wasn’t anything the building’s orientation explained.

The warmth went through.

Not radiating from a point source the way, a pipe would.

Not concentrated near the ceiling where hot air collected.

Uniform across the surface under her palm, as if the wall itself was generating it, as if the thing on the other side was not a shop or a storage room but something with a body temperature.

The warmth entered her hand.

Moved through the wrist, through the tendons and veins at the heel of the palm. Up the forearm. And settled — low, in the belly, in the place warmth settles when it stops being about temperature.

Her breath skipped. One missed beat. One beat lost before the metre reasserted itself.

A wall had done that.

Kristia took her hand off the plaster and stepped back.

Old building, shared wall, the business next door probably had heating running on a May morning.

The explanation filed itself neatly and the kitchen measurements resumed and the numbers were clean and the numbers behaved.

Measurements in the Dubbo notebook with the soft cover. Kitchen clearances. Electrical points — seven existing, twelve needed. Ventilation. The grease trap excavation that would cost more than the rewiring.

She carried an assortment of whisks, tongs, and her well-used fish spatula from the storage area.

As she moved, her shoulder touched the north wall, allowing its warmth to press against her. With her arms full of utensils and her eyes half-closed, she leaned gently against it.

The way bread dough leans into warmth during a prove.

Not a decision the dough makes. A response — the yeast finding the temperature it needs and the dough expanding toward it, alive, on its own schedule, regardless of what the baker wants.

Kristia caught herself and stepped forward. She settled the tools on the bench, and her eyes went to the wall.

The morning light had shifted — thinner, clearer, the May sun high enough to clear the buildings across the street and throw a single column of light through the front window.

The column fell across the floor and stopped short of the north wall, as if the light knew better.

Kristia placed the notebook on the bench. She walked across the kitchen, positioned both palms against the plaster, and closed her eyes.

The warmth entered both hands.

Through skin, wrists, forearms, into the chest and down, and her breath found a rhythm it hadn’t held in months — slow, open, the breath of a body not bracing against anything.

The tension in her shoulders softened by a single degree, and something behind her sternum unlocked, not fully, not with permission, but the way a door settles open when the frame has shifted and the latch no longer catches.

Three seconds. Maybe four.

Just a body in a warm place with no one watching.

Eyes open.

Hands off the wall.

Notebook. Steady legible handwriting: North wall — check insulation, possible thermal irregularity, flag for architect.

Her palm was still warm when she locked up at ten-thirty.

Water.

The plumbing was off and bottles had been forgotten in the momentum of knives-first and door-shouldered.

The servo coffee was hours ago, and the May air was dry, and her throat was making demands it had been making for an hour.

King Street’s morning had arrived while Kristia had been reading walls. The cafe three doors down had its lights on, a woman wiping tables. The record store at 413 sat dark. The Thai restaurant had movement behind glass but a locked door.

The green door was open.

Not wide. Precisely ajar.

Through the gap the smell arrived before the visual — dried herbs, something resinous, something older than the building, and underneath it a warmth that spilled the way warmth spills from a body, not a heater.

Behind the smell: light. Candlelight. Amber, moving. On a side street in Newtown at a quarter to nine in the morning.

Kristia pushed the door. It opened without resistance, without sound, with the ease of a thing that had forgotten how to stick.

The space inside was wrong.

Not wrong in a way Kristia could name — wrong in the way her spatial sense registered as discrepancy.

The shopfront from the street was narrow, single-width Victorian terrace, the smallest premises on the block.

Inside, the space extended.

Not infinitely,

Just enough that the proportions estimated from the kerb didn’t match the proportions her body was standing in, and the mismatch sat in her like a wrong note that couldn’t be returned.

Shelves lined every wall floor to ceiling, filled with jars and bottles and dried things and objects that fell outside any category Kristia carried.

The light was candles, amber throwing shadows that suggested depth beyond what the shelves should hold. No street noise came through the walls — no cafe sounds, no delivery trucks, nothing from the morning happening outside.

The woman behind the counter was already looking at the door.

Already looking. Before Kristia entered — eyes on the door the way eyes are on a door when someone is expected.

Five foot three. Solid in a way that was not weight but presence, the way a foundation stone is solid.

Layers of dark green and the brown black of dried herbs. Hair true white, knotted. Face deeply lined in a way that carried no specific age. Eyes dark, alert, holding an expression Kristia could not name.

Two cups of tea on the counter. Steaming. Already poured.

Kristia’s hands went still at her sides.

Two cups. An hour and a half inside the building next door with the door closed. No window between the shopfronts. No line of sight.

Two cups steaming, which meant poured within the last two minutes, which meant the kettle went on before Kristia walked out her front door.

“You’re the one next door.” Not a question. A confirmation of something already known.

“I am.” Her voice was steadier than the rest of her. “I’m opening a restaurant.”

“Yes.” As if this too was already filed. “What did the building tell you?”

Not what are your plans. Not what are you opening. What did the building tell you.

Kristia opened her mouth to give the professional answer — the load-bearing east wall, the kitchen clearances, the grease trap — and what came out was:

“It’s been a lot of things. It doesn’t mind being another one.”

The thought hadn’t existed until it was heard aloud, and the old woman’s eyes changed angle the way light changes when a cloud moves and the illumination alters without the source altering.

Something on the woman’s right hand caught the candlelight and threw it back wrong — not the way metal reflects but something more liquid, refractive — and Kristia’s peripheral vision logged it and her attention kept moving because the woman was speaking again.

“You came from the land, yes? The red kind.”

Not where are you from. The land. The red kind.

“Dubbo.” The word was out before the decision to share it.

“Mmm.” More than agreement. The woman studied Kristia the way Kristia studied a cut of meat — not casually, not rudely, but with the professional attention of someone assessing what they were working with.

“You cook.” Not a question either.

“How did you —?”

The woman glanced at Kristia’s hands on the cup.

“Knife callus. Index finger, right hand. You’ve got a burn scar on the left wrist that’s at least five years old — deep fryer, not oven. And you hold the cup like you’re checking its temperature before you commit to it.”

Kristia looked down. Her thumb sat on top of the cup, fingers testing the heat through the ceramic — the exact way she held a pot handle.

Nobody had ever noticed that.

“Chef or home cook?” the woman asked, though the question had the tone of someone confirming what they already knew.

“Chef. Trained in Dubbo. Apprenticeship at seventeen.”

“Young.”

“I was in a hurry.”

Something moved across the old woman’s face. Not amusement — recognition. The kind of expression that said I know what hurry means when it comes from a girl who grew up too fast.

“What kind of food?”

“Australian. Native ingredients. Wattleseed, Davidson plum, native thyme, lemon myrtle —”

“The old ones.” The woman said it quietly, almost to herself, her fingers tracing the rim of her own cup. “Good. The old ones want to be cooked by someone who listens.”

“Listens?”

“To the ingredient. Before you do anything to it. Before the heat, before the knife.” The woman’s dark eyes came back to Kristia’s. “You listen first, yes? You let the thing tell you what it wants to become.”

Kristia opened her mouth to say that wasn’t how cooking worked, that cooking was chemistry and technique and heat application and timing, and closed it again. Because it was how she cooked. The midnight session in Dubbo — the Wattleseed reduction, the Davidson plum, the taste from the wooden spoon that arrived as recognition rather than invention. She had listened. She just hadn’t called it that.

“How do you know that?”

The woman picked up one of the cups and drank. “I’ve been listening to things for a very long time.”

The sentence landed simply.

The way you’d say I’ve been running this shop for twenty years or I take the bus on Tuesdays. A fact.

Kristia waited for more, but more didn’t come. And the silence wasn’t uncomfortable — it was full, the way a good stock is full, everything already in it.

The woman pushed the second cup closer to Kristia’s edge of the counter.

“Drink. You haven’t had water since that terrible servo coffee and your body’s been telling you for an hour.”

The servo coffee. Bought at a petrol station outside Goulburn in the dark. Kristia had been inside the building next door for an hour and a half. The green door had been closed when she arrived. There was no window between the shopfronts.

Kristia grabbed the cup since her throat was parched, the tea was within reach, and her hands needed something to hold. The puzzle of how this woman knew about the servo coffee — and everything unusual about this room — was set aside for later consideration.

The taste bypassed the professional apparatus entirely.

Kristia reached for it — the cook’s reflex, trying to pull flavour into language, into base and acid and bitter and sweet — and the framework came apart in her hands.

The components wouldn’t separate. The tea was irreducible, simply itself, and Kristia had never encountered a flavour that resisted deconstruction and the inability sat in her throat like an ache, like something almost recognized from a kitchen not yet built.

“What’s in this?”

The woman’s mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “What do you taste?”

“I don’t know.” Kristia turned the cup in her hands, the cook’s instinct still reaching, still trying to pull the flavour apart. “There’s something herbal at the front — not mint, not sage, something between. Then warmth but not spice-warmth. Not ginger, not chilli. Warmth like —”

The word that arrived was hands. Warmth like hands. Not a thing to say to a stranger.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

“That’s not a problem.” The woman set her own cup down with the careful precision of someone placing something valuable. “That’s the beginning of something.”

“The beginning of what?”

The woman looked at Kristia for a long moment. Candlelight moved across the jars on the shelves and the shadows shifted and the room felt, for one second, much older than a shopfront on King Street.

“Come back when you’re ready and I’ll tell you.”

“Ready for what?”

But the woman was already turning to a shelf behind the counter, reaching for a jar with the unhurried ease of someone who had ended the conversation three sentences ago and was simply waiting for the other person to notice.

The cup was empty. Kristia could not recall finishing it, but the taste remained. She said thank you with a steady voice and walked out through the green door into the May morning. King Street hit — trucks, cyclists, the distant espresso machine — louder than it should have been, louder than a morning on a side street justified, and the contrast told her what she hadn’t consciously registered inside: the silence. Complete. On a Newtown side street at 8:45am.

All of it — warmth, two cups, proportions, taste, servo coffee, silence — filed. Not dismissed. Filed. She put her shoulder to her own door and raised the tape measure.

Work. Numbers. Clearances. The notebook and the pen and the steady handwriting.

Cable ties and a spirit level and PVC conduit and a dozen other things the building needed, and there was a Bunnings in Alexandria, and the list was in the notebook and the list made sense. She was halfway to Bunnings when the taste of the tea arrived again without warning, flooding the back of her throat the way it had flooded the cup, irreducible, and the car drifted half a lane before her hands corrected. The ramp came too fast. Tyres barked on the curve.

Hands at ten and two, the same position held since Dubbo, the same controlled grip, except now the left palm carried a warmth that had no source and the taste sat in her throat like something that couldn’t be broken into parts and both of them were still there when she pulled into the car park and neither of them left when she walked into the fluorescent aisle and filled a trolley with things that made sense.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE BUILDING WAS STARTING to learn her and she was starting to learn it back — the way the front door needed the shoulder and then the hip in sequence, the way the floorboards gave slightly at the threshold between what would be the kitchen and what would be the dining room, the way sound moved through the space differently depending on where she stood, the ceilings catching her voice and holding it a beat too long.

James arrived at eight.

She’d hired him off a Facebook post three weeks ago — line cook wanted, new restaurant, Newtown, opening TBA — and his message had been four lines. Experience, availability, a question about the menu, no small talk.

They’d exchanged maybe a dozen WhatsApp messages since then, all logistics.

He was the first person she’d hired and the only person she’d hired because the budget allowed for one line cook and the rest would come later, after opening, after revenue, after proof.

James’s resume said five years in Melbourne kitchens, the last two at a place she’d actually heard of. His references checked out.

She hadn’t seen his knife skills yet.

What she’d seen was a man who showed up on day one to a building with no kitchen, no equipment, and no running water. Instead of asking what exactly he was supposed to be doing, he’d picked up a broom and started sweeping.

He came through the front door carrying a toolbox in one hand and a printed spreadsheet in the other.

The toolbox was borrowed — she could tell because he handled it with the extra care of someone holding another person’s property.

“Toolbox is from the bloke at the record store,” he said, setting it on the counter. “Told him I’d have it back by Friday.” He set the spreadsheet beside it. “Local suppliers. Plumbing, electrical, building materials, food service. Sorted by distance, then lead time.”

She picked it up. The suppliers were listed in neat columns with a third column she hadn’t expected: handwritten notes in small print. Good rep for heritage work. Ask for Diane. And Minimum order $500 but will negotiate for ongoing. And Closed Mondays, don’t bother calling.

“I hired you to cook,” Kristia said.

“There’s no kitchen yet.” He said it without shrugging, without smiling, without any of the performance that would have signalled a complaint. “Figured I’d be useful in the meantime.”

She looked at the spreadsheet again. The colour-coded tabs. The handwritten notes. This was at least two hours of someone’s evening spent researching suppliers for a job that wasn’t in his description for a woman he’d met in person three days ago.

“This is thorough,” she said, which was what she said when something was good, and she wasn’t ready to say good.

“I had time last night.”

They worked. Kristia on the kitchen layout — measuring where the range would go, where she needed power points, how the prep stations would fit against the east wall. James on the plumbing inventory, counting stubs, checking condition. He moved through the building the way someone moves through a new kitchen on their first shift — watching where the experienced person went, mapping the workflow, staying out of the path without being told where the path was.
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