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For those who let me walk beside them.

Thank you for your trust.

May your voices be heard.
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  Chapter 1

  
  




She never saw him when she ran him down, and afterwards only glimpsed back to note that he was human before she sped away.

Bazza had been walking down the street, not thinking of anything in particular, still feeling a bit queasy from last night.

He was wearing dark shades, blue jeans, black t-shirt, black boots.

Despite what the lawyers would later claim, he wasn’t looking at his phone as he walked. He wasn’t distracted by the music playing in his earplugs, and he did look all four ways before crossing the intersection.

Bazza saw the car. He saw the stop sign. He judged there was plenty of time to cross safely for the car would stop at the stop sign.

But the car didn’t stop at the stop sign. The driver momentarily slowed, and upon seeing another car coming quickly from the right, she thought she could get across first and accelerated through, to knock over Bazza like a bowling pin.

After settling down once she was home, she called her brother. She knew he would know what to do. And he did. He called a lawyer immediately, and from there the usual processes took over, procedure, liability, mitigation. What followed moved quickly and quietly, through offices Bazza would never see, toward an outcome that satisfied the system if not the damage.

Bazza would thankfully not remember the accident. Apart from the driver and her lawyers, it was regarded as a mercy that he had not been present at the court proceedings. That mercy did not prevent his absence being used against him. His physical injuries were substantial, though in time most of them healed. What kept him out of the court proceedings, and why he couldn’t defend himself when they claimed he had knowingly walked out in front of her in an attempted suicide, was the damage done to his brain.

The morning of the accident, he had been a normal person. With a job, an ex-wife, a kid somewhere, he was just another one of the masses. After his brain acquired injury, the doctor informed Bazza’s family that he had lost speech, comprehension, memory, all of his reasoning, and he would never regain them.

Privately, the doctor had kept to himself the thought that it would have been kinder to Bazza if the accident had just killed him instead.

No one ever connected the man who had crossed that intersection with the sound that echoed down the corridor years later. Whatever Bazza had been before the impact was not preserved in any file that followed him. What remained were records, assessments, shift reports, and challenging behaviours. A body that required managing. A presence that made noises. A liability that needed to be housed.

The thought surfaced once, uninvited, and then disappeared again just as quickly. There was no time for it, no space. It did not help anyone to dwell on what could no longer be changed.

By the time Bazza’s name appeared again, the person it belonged to no longer existed.




* * *




Many years later.

They took the outside corner because Lisa could see the only door from there. Katherine kept her back to the wall like she’d learned it somewhere hard.

Bourbon and coke. Two ashtrays. Air not cold enough to stop other smokers from lingering.

With the controversy brewing, they spoke in fits. Any time someone stepped out for a quick smoke, their words died mid-syllable. When the door shut again, they picked up exactly where they’d left off.

“What about Rusty Dutch?” Lisa asked.

Katherine laughed. “Rusty Dutch. Nice. Um… he’s not married. Don’t think he’s seeing anyone.”

“I’m pretty sure he’s got kids. With their mum. Heard him mention them once.”

Katherine’s eyes narrowed, amused. “A man who used to have someone watching over him and now has no one. Yeah. You gotta watch that type. Who knows what they’re up to.”

Lisa lit a smoke.

“I’ve got Monday nights and Tuesday mornings with Dutch every fortnight,” she said. “Same small talk. I’ve got a pretty good read on him now; old, cranky, more in love with engines than people.”

“Rusty’s a nice enough old guy,” Lisa went on. “But I reckon his perfect woman would be a car. Sounded like he spent more time fiddling on them than he ever did with his wife. Typical man, blames her. Now she’s got a new bloke and she’s got the kids, so she must be doing something right.”

Katherine snorted.

“What do you think of Detective Darrell?” Lisa asked.

“Detective?” Katherine said.

“Always analysing us. But really he’s just trying to detect what we’re wearing.”

Katherine laughed, then lowered it as a smoker stepped out and glanced their way. They waited. The door shut again.

“You’ve heard about him and Sally up in Sydney?” Katherine said.

Lisa nodded, pointedly.

“But do you think he’d do that to Ruby?” Lisa asked.

“No. No way.” Katherine’s tone hardened, then loosened again. “But Sally wasn’t a one-off, from what I hear. First time he met me, he gave me the full once-over when he thought I wasn’t looking.”

Lisa’s mouth tightened. She blew smoke upward and watched it fray into nothing.

“Little Raggedy Andy?” she said.

Katherine’s smile returned. “Where do you come up with these? Do you have one for me?”

Lisa smirked. “Special K.”

“Love it. Lucky Lisa I think should be yours.” Lisa smiled.

Katherine leaned in a touch. “And Andy… he’s harmless. Reminds me of my nephew. Quiet little thing.”

“Andy’s young,” Lisa said. “Even for his age. Don’t know if he’s ever had a girlfriend.”

“I don’t think he has,” Katherine said. “Says he lives with his grandma to look after her, but I’m sure it’s the other way around.”

“Mmm,” Lisa said, because “mmm” kept people talking.

“So I don’t think he could’ve done that to Ruby,” Katherine said. “He’s just a kid.”

Lisa raised her eyebrows. “Kids still have urges. You know how men are. Especially young men.”

Katherine pulled a jokingly disapproving face, then smiled anyway.

“I guess it’s not impossible,” she said. “Just… would surprise me, you know. How about Phil, what do you call him?”

Lisa’s grin turned wicked. “Caretaker Phil. He looks like he should be digging holes in a cemetery.”

“That’s terrible, Muriel,” Katherine laughed, then gasped. “Oh my god, you don’t think he’s a… necrophiliac?”

They both burst out laughing, too loud.

Then Katherine’s eyes flicked past Lisa’s shoulder.

“Oh my god,” she hissed. “He’s right there.”

Lisa glanced. Phil was on the other side of the window, turned away. But all he’d have to do was turn his head right and he’d see them.

They left fast, giggling, the kind of exit that felt clever until the cold hit their faces and the laughter thinned into something else.




* * *




Dutch was already sick of this shit. The way Darrell stood there, as if he had some authority over all this. He was as much a suspect as the rest of us, thought Dutch. Just ‘cos he had a bunch of HR reps and lawyers standing beside him. If they wanted to, in an instant they’d turn on him, like a clause no one read until it became useful.

It wasn’t the first time Darrell had called everyone into a meeting like this, but it was the first time everyone wanted to be there. All the staff had been sweating on this, not just the male staff. Yes, the male staff were the only ones who had been tested, but all the other staff were under the same cloud of suspicion and felt they would remain so until the culprit was found.

Darrell was reading from a prepared statement, and again brought up the confidentiality clauses, which seemed pointless to Dutch as he was sure absolutely no one had forgotten them. Darrell again reiterated the penalty for breaching these signed agreements, now standard policy at Becoming Yourself, to which Dutch interrupted and said aloud, “Yeah that goes for you too, aye”.

“Yes, yes of course it does Dutch.”

Darrell went back to his script.

“And let me remind you we have counselling services available to all our staff and their immediate family, completely free of charge. All staff are permitted to seek private testing of themselves as well, at their own expense, if they choose to do so, should they seek to challenge the DNA results presented.”

Darrell read more, more legalese, taking care to read each word with precision, with the heavies watching on. He looked like he felt the pressure like everyone else; he certainly didn’t act above suspicion.

Once Darrell was finished with the script, before he got onto the findings of the testing, he went off script, drawing disconcerted looks from the executives.

“The worst I’ve seen in this industry used to be from a decade ago. A staff member who rebranded starvation and solitary confinement as ‘behavioural management.’ Reinforcing consequences for what he said was bad behaviour.

He went on leave and the relief staff found the residents still locked in the dark. I truly believed that would never be outdone.

But now, in our own house and under our own eyes, someone has done something to make that look like a minor compliance breach.”

Darrell looked around the room slowly as he talked, staring down anyone who met his gaze.

When he had finished, there was silence. Nothing could be heard, bar the ahhing from the next room.

One of the lawyers handed Darrell a sealed document. He tore it open, skimmed it and cursed aloud before reading it to the room.

Dutch heard the words,

watched faces change,

felt the room tighten and tilt.

Time seemed to stall around the moment, stretched thin by what Darrell had just read.

The silence that followed was no longer waiting for answers.

It was bracing for consequences.

No one asked questions.

No one relaxed.

Nothing was closed, but something new had arrived.

One thing had become clear.

Everything had just gotten worse.

Months earlier, in a different hour of the night, the problem had already begun working itself loose.




* * *




His left arm violently convulsed, and Marty could feel the strap slip slightly further down his wrist, yet again. Marty sighed internally, as he knew that this strap was not fastened tight enough, that it wouldn’t hold till morning, and it was only a matter of time before his bastard arm got free. Then it would take its chance to thrash about, hopefully not bruising Marty too much.

Marty recalled the last time it did this, the arm found an exposed metal pole that was part of the bed frame. Although you couldn’t see it as the metal pole was underneath the bed, his arm found it, and hit against it repeatedly, the same spot over and over for maximum damage, resulting in it becoming a bloody pulp which still hadn’t fully healed.

It wasn’t the worst time though, Marty remembered with a cold chill the time when he was still a teenager and his leg had kicked a concrete pillar with such force that it resulted in several broken bones and one was even sticking out of his leg. He had experienced a lot of pain in his life, and had had a lot of his bones broken, but the pain felt that day had seared itself into his memory. Maybe it was made worse by the reaction of his carer who vomited upon seeing it.

Hopefully this time wouldn’t come anywhere near that.

Marty sighed. This time he thought the damage was only on the outside so far, but he couldn’t be sure.

He thought about last night, about Mary and Andy, about the straps, about how carefully it had all been done. The memory arrived clearly, intact, unobstructed.

He had tried to tell Andy they weren’t as tight as usual, tried to catch his eye, but Andy hadn’t noticed. He almost never did. Most of them didn’t.

Why was that? Marty wondered.

It wasn’t that they avoided his eyes exactly. It was that they didn’t expect anyone to be there, looking back. That was the part that burned. He was there, entirely there, and his eyes were the only place he can reach them from.

Or could, Marty corrected himself.

If they ever looked.

“This is something that needs to be done right, Andy.” Mary said as he had just wheeled Marty and his wheelchair into his bedroom, with Andy following behind them.

Marty remembered noticing the poster on the far wall of the room, of a giant round thing that had people sitting on it.

Even now, lying here, his arm jerking against the restraint, the image came back to him in full.

Every room that he had ever slept in, for as long as he could remember, had always had the same boring generic layout; a bed, a wardrobe, a hamper filled with straps and ties, and an electronic hoist. Now there was this picture of what the other people called a Ferris wheel. One day it had just appeared, he did not know who had put it there, and for six months that question was his obsession, as he tried to figure out who would have taken the time to put a picture in his room, and why on earth of all the things they could have chosen, they choose that one picture. He hated it instantly.

He wondered, what was it supposed to make him feel, had they even considered that, or was it just something they put up there to taunt him? Here is something you don’t even know what it is, never experience, never even know what it’s called, never even know if it’s a real thing or not. But yeah, on a blank wall, with literally nothing else to look at, here, look at this!

But something happened. When he looked at it this time, he was reminded of his past obsession, of his hatred of it, of its nonsense, and it inspired him.

Marty didn’t know exactly what had changed, or how or why, but he knew he had made a decision to do something. He didn’t yet know what he would do, he had absolutely no idea really, but he knew after that moment everything was different, and he would do something.

He began to wonder what he was going to do; he knew it would be something he had never done before, but before he could really start thinking he was distracted by what Mary said to Andy.

“Really?” replied Andy

“Really,” she nodded, “it is even the only thing a person needs to do this job.”

“Sooo, not experience, not know-how, or knowledge of medications or any of that stuff?”

“No, all those things can be learned. The want to be here is the only thing that can’t be taught.”

Andy murmured in assent.

Marty wondered what about the people who just need money and think this is an easy way to get it.

Andy said to Mary, “So how long have you been doing this?”

“Oh, well, I have been nursing for a long time now, and I’ve been fortunate enough to be getting to know this man for over the last year now.”

“Ah okay, a year nice.”

“Yeah. Did you know that he likes 80s rock and roll music. Bands like AC/DC, Iron Maiden. When some of those songs come on the radio he starts swaying his head in time with the music.”

“Ha, cool. How about Metallica?”

“Maybe, can’t say I know their music.”

“Could he, uh, yeah. It’s a pity he can’t tell us what music he likes best.”

“He can actually, well, at least you can work out some things by looking at him and watching his body language. When he gets upset his face screws up and goes red. And sometimes he gets this really intense look on his face that means he’s happy.”

“Does he think of stuff like you or I do?”

Whilst they were talking, Mary demonstrated to Andy how to transfer Marty properly, explaining each step as she went. First, she checked the bed, ensuring the arm and leg straps were laid out and ready, then brought the hoist over in front of Marty, checking and double-checking that the brakes were on.

To stop Marty’s legs from kicking out, she wrapped them together, from thighs to knees, with a long bandage secured by two small clips. She used the same style of bandage to draw his arms in tight against his torso, reducing him to something compact and controllable.

Mary had Andy roll Marty slightly onto his side while she slid half the sling underneath him, smoothing it flat, then rolled him the other way to pull the rest through. She lowered the hoist bar and fastened the sling connections, the top ones first, then the bottom, checking each clip before moving on.

As she pressed the button to lift him, she directed Andy to unlock the wheelchair brakes and pull it back out of the way. Marty rose slowly, cocooned and suspended, his body jerking against the restraints as he hung there in mid-air. Andy watched him for a moment before Mary called him back to steady the sling while she guided the hoist across the room.

They lowered Marty onto the bed. The sling was detached, the hoist pushed aside, the guard rails raised. Mary took hold of one ankle and asked Andy to take the other. Working quickly now, they removed the temporary bandages from his legs and fastened them down with the straps attached to the rails. They repeated the process with his arms, securing each one in turn as his muscles spasmed uselessly against the restraints.

At the time, and now as his arm kept working at it again, Marty felt that the strap on his left arm was a bit looser than usual, and he tried to catch Andy’s eye.

He didn’t.

Marty had been laying in bed for what seemed like hours, feeling his left arm continue to jerk and convulse, striving to get free of that loose strap.

Everybody knew that it wasn’t his fault, that his arms and legs, fingers and toes, even his teeth, all worked against him. As if his entire body was one large cancer, it would scratch and hit out and bite and smash itself against anything within reach.

It was beyond his control.

That’s why the arm and leg straps to stop him striking himself against something.

That’s why the mouth guard to stop him chewing his own lip and biting what remained of his own tongue.

That’s why also the mitten shaped gloves individually tailored and designed to stop him from breaking his own fingers.

For perhaps the thousandth time, he wished he could control his own body.

And every time he did, he dreamed of what that would let him do.








  
    
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Ruby made the sound before she knew she was making it.

It came up from her chest like a shove, long and guttural, as if her body needed to push something out through her throat.

“EEEEeeeeeeee.”

“EEEEEEEEeeeeeeee.”

“EEEEeeeeeeee.”

The ground was warm beneath her. That was right. Warm meant stay.

She lay on her side in one of her places, a place where the grass had thinned and the dirt showed through, shaped slowly by her body returning to it again and again. The ground dipped here in a way that held her shoulder. Her hip pressed into a slope that fit. The earth remembered her.

Ruby patted the dirt beside her face. Pat. Pat. Pat.

Her eyes didn’t settle on anything for long. They moved because they had to, because the world kept arriving in pieces: the flicker of a leaf, the twitch of a shadow, the edge of a pebble. Sometimes her eyes landed on the spot where her hand was patting. Sometimes they didn’t. There was no rule to it that anyone else could see, but Ruby had rules. Ruby had lines.

It was time to stand up.

Ruby stood up.

“EEEEEeeeeeeee,” she said again, because standing needed the sound.

Then she walked to the other end of the lawn. Turned. Walked back.

Over and over.

Her feet found the same path every time. The grass there was dead and flattened, not from today, not yesterday, but from all the days before. A thin worn strip where her shuffling feet had told the lawn what to be. The staff called it a sheep track. Ruby didn’t call it anything. She just knew where it was. She knew how it held her up. She knew how it always led her back.

Sometimes she stopped and lay down again, not just anywhere, but in the places that felt right. She had four, five of them. The ground there was familiar under her shoulder, under her cheek.

She lay as if the lawn was a bed that understood her better than the house did.

Most days, this was the day. For as long as they let her. For as long as the light stayed.

Sometimes they called her in under the patio, drink, snack, meal, something else. Hands guiding. Voices repeating. Ruby went, because hands and voices were rules too. But when they were finished with her, and when she could, she went back to her strip of dead grass.

When it poured down with rain, Ruby stayed inside. Door wouldn’t open.

On days when it rained all day, Ruby stood at the locked door and looked out waiting for the rain to stop and the door to open. “EEEEEeeeeee,” she said into the glass, pacing backwards and forwards along the length of the door.

About a metre and a half. A small line. A line that belonged to her because it was all she could have.

Sometimes Ruby felt full. When she was inside, she went to the toilet and urinated there, like they wanted. She knew the toilet was where it ended. She knew the sound of the flush meant something had been made right again.

But when she was outside, and it came on, she urinated where she was, standing or laying, and kept moving. Wet pants. Same strip of grass. Same turning point. It did not change the rule. It did not change the line.

It did not bother her, not the way other things bothered her.

That morning, Ruby had been outside for most of it.

Standing was for later. Walking was for later. Now was for lying.

She made the sound again, softer this time.

“EEEEeeeeeeee.”

Her eyes closed. Opened. Closed again. Opened again.

The ground was warm. The sun pressed on her skin, heavy and steady, the way it always did. Her skin drank it. The heat soaked in and stayed there, building layer by layer.

The first wrong feeling was small.

A scratching.

Ruby frowned.

Her fingers paused in the dirt.

Another scratch followed. Then another. Then many.

She patted the ground harder. Pat. Pat. Pat. Pat.

The ground beneath her had changed. Not the warmth but the movement.

The ground moved on her. Moved on her where it shouldn’t be.

Scratching paths that didn’t follow rules.

Ruby’s breath caught.

The sound climbed out of her without asking.

“EEEEEeeeeeeee.”

A small hot pinch.

She stood up.

Small hot pinches one after another, not stopping, not forming a pattern she could follow.

Wrong.

Ruby slapped her head hard.

Thump.

The sound jumped louder.

“EEEEEEEEeeeeeeee!”

She made the sound again and began to walk, because walking sometimes fixed things. Walking changed the shape of what was happening.

The small hot pinches didn’t stop.

She slapped her head again. Thump. Thump.

The wrong was everywhere now. Busy. Sharp. Alive in a way that made her skin feel like it was moving.

She paced her track once, then again, then turned toward the house.

The house meant inside.

Inside meant away.

Away from this scratching. Away from this pinching.

As she pushed the door open, the sound burst out of her even louder, spilling into the room where the others were.

“EEEEEEEEeeeeeeee!”

She slapped her head again, harder this time.

Hands came to her. Voices followed. The staff were talking, their words moving fast, overlapping, trying to catch hold of what was wrong.

They checked her pants. Dry. That wasn’t it.

They asked her questions she couldn’t answer. Words piled up around her like loose objects.

Ruby tried to keep walking.

One of them took her hands.

Hands meant stop.

She stood there holding the hands, sound tearing out of her. Still the scratching. Still the pinching.

Her legs kept walking on the same spot.

Then the staff saw it.

An ant crawled along her neck. Then disappeared down the front of her shirt.

Another followed.

Then another.

They leaned closer. Their breathing changed. Their voices sharpened, lifted.

“EEEEEEEEeeeeeeee!” said Ruby.

“Shower,” someone said.

That word cut through everything else.

Shower meant off.

Shower meant gone.

Ruby walked toward the bathroom, still hitting her head.

Clothes came off with help.

The water turned on.

The sharp clean smell arrived, the smell that meant change was happening.

Water on neck. Water on chest. Water down her arms. Water on her head.

The ants broke apart under the spray, turning into nothing. The sharpness dulled.

Scratching started to go away. Throbbing started to go away.

Her skin was dark and tough from all the days outside, leathery and bronzed, but now it shone under the spray. Dozens of small red marks bloomed where the pinching had been, neat and angry, mapping the paths of the scratching.

When the water stopped, the sting stayed behind. Throbbing.

The staff dried her carefully and rubbed cream into the spots, cool and thick, following the same pattern they always used. Ruby stood for it. Cream meant finish. Cream meant almost done.

The scratching and pinching feelings gone.

By early afternoon, the throbbing was gone.

Outside, her strip of lawn called.

Inside, the house shifted into its softer rhythm. Kettles boiled. Biscuits were opened. Someone laughed, the sound light and careless.

Ruby went back out when the door opened.

She walked.

Turned. Walked back.

Laid down in one of her spots.

The ground felt warm. The sun pressed on her skin, steady as ever.

In the front room, Brian sat watching the moving pictures. Ruby didn’t care about them, but she noticed the way his eyes kept drifting back to the door.

The door mattered.

Outside mattered.

Even when it hurt.




* * *




It was a nice warm afternoon, no clouds in sight, wind and pollen count low. Dutch and Andy were on shift, the mood light and relaxed. Brian had led Dutch to the front door, so Dutch had gotten him some afternoon tea, but immediately after scoffing down the biscuits, Brian led Dutch back to the front door again.

Brian took Dutch’s hand and put it on the door handle.

“Okay, okay, mate,” laughed Dutch, “Understood. Let me get things ready…”

Brian ahhhed. Dutch took it as a thank you and began to get organised.

Dutch and Andy loaded Brian and Ruby into the van, buckling them in, before securing Marty’s wheelchair. They didn’t have a destination in mind, but intended to just drive until they found one.

After a few minutes, Dutch started to laugh to himself, and it was a few moments before he noticed Andy staring at him oddly.

“It’s all good.” Dutch dismissed nonchalantly. “That guy walking on the footpath back there, he reminded me of something, that’s all.”

Andy kept looking at him, still undecided. Andy and Dutch hadn’t had many shifts together and were still getting to know each other. Andy had been mostly doing mornings with Mary since he started, and Dutch was predominantly an afternoons-and-evenings sort of guy.

Dutch decided he would help the ice break a bit.

“Have I ever told you about me mate Scotty? He was a bloke I used to work with in a group house, like this one, a few years back?”

“No, I don’t think so. Did he look like that guy we just saw?”

“No, no.” Dutch grinned. “Alright. Let me tell you.”

“Scotty was a good bloke, but he was a cheeky bugger. Always up to something, always some joke he was playing, or being a smart-ass. So, one day, I saw my opportunity to get him back, and I went for it. And I got him good.”

Andy’s mouth twitched. Dutch loved an audience.

“We were working at this group house, right, and we had a resident that had just moved out, leaving the two others there. We knew that the house was budgeted for three clients, not two, so as long as there was only two clients there they weren’t making any money. And you know what organisations are like, money first, so we knew they’d try to get a new client in quick smart, good fit with the others or not.”

“Anyway, I was on a morning shift by myself, and Scotty was due on that arvo. So I got ready, and I waited, and I was watching out the window, right, and then I saw him walking up the driveway. That’s when I got him. I didn’t even let him in the house.”

He chuckled, reliving it.

“I quickly opened the door, went out to him and shut the door behind me, all frantic-like, and I started yelling at him ‘Ah Scotty, Scotty, help, help, I’ve lost him, I’ve lost him!’ Scotty just stares at me and asks me what the hell I’m doing. ‘They dropped off a new guy, they told me nothing about him, except his name was Jim, and now he’s gone!’

Andy’s eyebrows lifted. “No way.”

“Oh yeah. I tell him the guy musta went over the back fence. And then I tell him I’ve been on the phone to the boss and the cops, and now he’s here, they want me to stay and keep them updated while he goes out and finds Jim.”

“Bullshit.” Andy started laughing already.

“Na really,” Dutch said, laughing too. “Scotty goes, ‘What do I do when I find him?’ and I’m acting all crazy and I go, ‘Bring him back, any way you can!’”

Andy shook his head, half horrified, half delighted.

“And then Scotty goes, ‘But what the fuck does he even look like?’ So I give him the vaguest description I can think of. Bloke in his twenties. Jeans. T-shirt. Joggers. Talks normal. Looks normal.”

“Fuck.” Andy laughed so hard he choked. “He believed you?”

“Hook, line and sinker,” Dutch said, pleased with himself. “And it gets better. Scotty goes out, right? Comes back fifteen minutes later with blood on his face, shirt ripped, telling me he thinks he found Jim but Jim got away again.”

Andy wheezed. “What?”

Dutch slapped the steering wheel once, laughing.

“Just picture it. Some poor bloke’s minding his own business, out for a walk, sees some random weirdo, Scotty, pull up next to him in a dodgy old van doing like five k’s an hour, eyeballing him the whole time. Then the van stops, Scotty jumps out and comes running at him trying to grab him and drag him back into the van.”

Andy put a hand over his mouth, eyes watering.

“The bloke fights him off and runs. Scotty sprints after him, catches him, drags him to the ground, and then the bloke knees poor Scotty in the balls and takes off again.”

Andy was fully crying-laughing now.

“Scotty was fucken pissed when I told him,” Dutch said. “Filthy on me for weeks.”

“I’m surprised he ever talked to you again.”

“Oh, he did,” Dutch said, triumphant. “And we did get a new guy a few weeks later. Name wasn’t Jim though, it was Derrick. Couple times after that I’d mention I hoped Derrick didn’t jump the fence. Scotty would just give me the death stare.”

The laughter settled into a quieter hum as the van rolled on.

“These guys here at Grevillea Rise are lucky, you know,” Dutch said, and his tone shifted, still casual, “Lucky to be here with guys they pretty much get on with. You don’t get that everywhere.”

Andy glanced at him, listening.

“One of the first places I worked,” Dutch went on, “was more like the old institutions than a group home. Dumping ground for blokes who didn’t fit anywhere else. They had this one guy who liked to have his way with other men, and the one he was after was one of his housemates, who was vulnerable as, and didn’t understand what was going on.”

Andy’s face tightened. Dutch kept driving, eyes forward.

“You’d think they’d move one of them out somewhere else,” Dutch said, “anywhere else. Probably were trying. But in the meantime, they hired a security guard. His whole job was to follow the predator around all day and make sure he didn’t get his prey.”

Dutch exhaled through his nose.

“So yeah. Client mix matters. Shame they get it wrong so often.”

A song changed on the radio, and Dutch noticed what it was. His mood flicked back toward something lighter.

“Hey Marty,” Dutch called over his shoulder, “it’s Metallica, One! How do you like this one?”

Dutch adjusted the rear-view mirror to catch Marty’s face. Marty’s expression didn’t change. Dutch shrugged, half disappointed.

“Huh. Not a fan, aye? You don’t know what you’re missing.”

But Marty was a fan, and he’d recognised the song before Dutch did. The first notes tugged him backwards, hard and instant, into somewhere he could breathe.

In his mind he was fourteen again, in his father’s workshop, just hanging out while Dad clanked on engines with little handheld metal tools Marty loved though never knew their names. He took a deep breath and revelled in the smell of motor oil and cigarettes, mysterious, manly, home.

He could hear his father’s loud, coarse voice yelling along to the Metallica song, tapping a tool in time with the beat. Dad liked this one. Marty didn’t know why, only that when it played Dad would come over and playfully bang the tool on Marty’s metal wheelchair, like they were making the music together.

Once, Marty thought he saw tears in Dad’s eyes during this song.

Then Andy reached forward and switched the station.

A brighter, more popular song filled the van.

The sound jolted Marty back into the cage of his body, but he brought something back with him: the image of his father. It was enough to keep his mouth from tightening, enough that a peaceful smile stayed on his face.

Andy glanced back, caught the smile, and misunderstood it completely.

“Ah, you like this one Marty?” Andy said. “Yeah, good choice, enjoy it buddy.”

Marty still smiled, he heard Andy’s voice without hearing his meaning. He was already elsewhere again, back with his father, back in the world where time stood still.

His dad knew a hundred dirty jokes, dozens of stories Mum could never hear. Marty’s favourite was the one with the feral pig.

Marty remembered sitting inside the house when Dad came in quiet and heavy.

“Come and look at something, Marty,” Dad said, and took him out to the veggie patch.

They’d spent countless hours here together, his dad digging, planting, watering, humming, Marty beside him watching. Often Dad was still going after the sun was gone.

They grew potatoes, carrots, beetroot, lettuces, onions, strawberries, tomatoes, pumpkins, peas, even corn. It had been something special.

Now it was ruined.

Pumpkin vines ripped to ribbons. Carrots, onions, and potatoes dug up and eaten or squashed. Corn stalks half-chewed and trampled. Soil torn up like someone had been digging. Even the citrus baby tree they’d nursed through last winter’s frost lay snapped in two.

Almost nothing had been spared.

Dad stood there, hands on hips, letting a heavy stillness settle over his shoulders. His gaze went flat and hard, fixed on the churned earth.

“Bloody hell,” Marty thought.

“Yeah,” Dad said, as if he’d heard him. “Feral pig. Ate our food, so we’re gunna eat it.”

They came back at sunset with a fold-up chair, sleeping bags, thick blankets. Dad set them beside the garden and told Marty to keep watch. It would be back.

Marty remembered the cicadas clicking. Something rustled in the branches.

“Possum,” Dad whispered.

The night was cloudless. Marty had never before seen so many stars.

Near midnight, Marty heard it first: crunch… crunch… then the grunt of a pig testing the air. He made a quiet sound. Dad tensed.

“It’s back.”

The torch clicked on, a thin white cone slicing the yard. There it was: a big feral bastard, mud-caked, shoulders rolling, tusks flashing as it rooted through the ruined lettuce.

Dad looked at Marty’s wide eyes, excited, scared, alive.

“You stay here,” he whispered. “I’m ending this.”

Torch in one hand, knife in the other, his good hunting knife, the one his own dad had given him, Dad stepped forward. The pig bolted, smashing through the fence into the scrub. Dad leapt after it, torch beam shuddering as he ran.

The bush swallowed them. Twigs snapped. The pig crashed ahead, grunting.

Dad would later say he’d never felt more alive than that night, running through the scrub at full speed, in torchlight.

He caught it near a fallen log. The pig turned, breath huffing, eyes wild. Dad didn’t think. He moved. The knife cut. The struggle was short and brutal, then still.

Back in the garden, Marty waited, heart pounding, imagining every ending.

Then he heard scraping. Something was returning.

The gate creaked open and there was Dad, hauling the carcass, victorious. He dropped it beside the ruined patch.

“We did it, mate,” Dad said. “Tomorrow we’ll dress it. Smoke the good cuts. Eat the bastard.”

Dad ruffled Marty’s hair. Between them was a quiet humming, something shared, something only they would ever know.

Up front, Dutch’s voice cut into the present again.

“Hey, look at that,” Dutch said as they went across the bridge, pointing across towards the bottom of the Carillon, where a gathering of people had amassed, all dressed in formal attire. “A wedding. Let’s go check it out.”

Dutch slowed the van, craning to see. Andy leaned a fraction toward the window.

In the back, Brian had already locked on.

Something about the black suits and the light-coloured dresses attracted his eyes. People seated and still, all looking toward a few figures standing under the same large tower.

Brian didn’t know why, but it grabbed him. He didn’t have the words for what he was seeing. But seeing it caused something else to appear inside his head, an image that looked like this one, like a memory that was but wasn’t his, in a way he couldn’t understand.

People in black. Other people in light dresses. All looking towards the front.

And someone who looked like him standing under the same big tower.

At first that confusion mattered. Then it didn’t, because another figure moved through the crowd in his mind, dressed in white.

She was beautiful. She was important.

And she was carrying something wrapped in blankets, though he couldn’t see what it was.

Brian didn’t know how he knew, only that she felt more important than every other image he had ever seen. When he saw her smile, it made him smile too.

Beside him, Marty saw the wedding as well.

For Marty it didn’t spark wonder. It sparked an ache.

Could someone ever love him enough to marry him? Or even just want to be with him?

Probably not. He couldn’t tell a girl he liked her. Couldn’t ever show her. Couldn’t hold a woman. Couldn’t touch her without fear of hurting her, of hitting her and bashing her repeatedly.

He pictured it, absurd and horrific: him sitting there with a girl he liked sitting on his lap, her leaning in to kiss him, delicate and soft, and then his arm clobbers her, once, twice, as she moves away screaming.

Yeah. That would go well.

Tears formed in his eyes and rolled down his cheeks.

He stared out at the people getting married with longing, and hoped they would be together forever.

By the time the van returned, the sun was lower and the day felt used up. Whatever softness the afternoon had offered stayed behind on the road, scattered somewhere between the bridge and the music.

Back at the house, things were already being noticed.

By the next handover, Ruby’s bites would turn into something that would change everything.




* * *




She took a deep breath. She wanted to tear strips off them, wanted to grab them by the collar and shake them until they saw sense. How could they do nothing? How could they just ignore it? She could already hear the excuses, oh I didn’t know, oh I didn’t think, oh I thought it would be okay, oh. Absolute idiots.

Mary took another breath and let it out slowly. She knew she needed to bleed off the anger before it showed. Decades in the public service had taught her how to handle moments like this: how to say not what you thought, but the right thing, in the right tone, at the right time, to get the outcome you needed while keeping your self covered. Just show some care. Or, as one colleague had once put it to her with a wink: Cover Arse, Record Everything.

Mary spoke to Katherine and Christina together, tactfully. She laid no blame. She stressed standards. Responsibility. The importance of maintaining a high level of care for residents who depended entirely on staff to keep them safe. We are all they have.

Yes, she said, she understood that antiseptic cream had been applied to some of the ant bites three days earlier. But many had clearly been missed since. Now several appeared infected.

What she wanted now was for Katherine and Rachel to take Ruby to the doctor immediately. She had already booked the appointment, for one hour from now. After that, the chemist. Fill the prescription. Bring the medication straight back to the house.

Christina nodded in the right places. She recognised the tactic immediately. Shared space. Shared risk. No private angles. Three days was long enough for blame to spread thin. Long enough for everyone to remember doing something.

Rachel was due on shift any minute. Christina would stay back with Marty and Brian, supported by Lisa when she arrived.

Christina didn’t object. Staying back was safer than leaving. Leaving created stories.

When Rachel came in barely five minutes later, Katherine already had everything ready. She explained the situation while Rachel was still signing in. Without setting her handbag down, Rachel turned and went to gather Ruby.

Brian saw Katherine standing by the front door with the car keys. He stood and moved toward her, eager, hopeful. Katherine shook her head gently. No, no, not this time. She wasn’t sure how much he understood, so she added gestures, soft hands, the familiar choreography of refusal. Next time, she promised. But not now.

Brian seemed to accept it. Before returning to his chair, he stepped close and reached out, touching the tips of Katherine’s fingers with his own. He leaned in, so their eyes met as their fingers touched.

Brian then took Katherine’s hand and put it on his own head. For a few moments, she rubbed his head as he ahhhed.

When she stopped, he turned away.

Ruby stood where Katherine had left her, fingers worrying the hem of her shirt. Her hair hung loose, a dull copper that caught the light when she shifted.

Within minutes, Katherine and Rachel were gone.

Lisa arrived as they were leaving. Katherine gave her the fast version at the threshold, doctor, chemist, back soon, keys already in hand. Lisa didn’t ask questions. She went straight to the office, signed on, and worked through the handover checklist with thorough care: comms book, meds, appointments, notes. The pen didn’t lift until every box was ticked.

When Mary closed the office door behind herself again, the house didn’t relax so much as redistribute its weight. The rules remained. The pressure shifted.

Christina and Lisa finished their immediate tasks, washing on the line, beds made, spare linen stacked. They took their coffees outside, cigarettes lit, Marty positioned at the edge of the lawn where the sun hit his face.

“Christina,” Lisa said, glancing around to be sure no one else was in earshot, “what actually happened with Ruby? I got the impression from Special K that Mother Mary was on the warpath.”

“Well, you know how Ruby was bitten by ants?” Christina said.

Christina kept her voice level. Neutral facts only. No emotion meant no hooks.

Lisa nodded. “Mm.”

“Some of the bites got infected.”

“Oh,” Lisa said.

Christina went on, “I wrote it up in the book myself when it happened. Not my fault if it got infected later.”

“No, of course not,” Lisa said. “You did the right thing. It’s not your fault if others didn’t.” She took another drag. “Don’t you hate it when people blame you for things that aren’t even your fault?”

“Yeah,” Christina said. Then, quieter, as if the words had slipped out before she’d decided to say them, “I do.”

She stared at the table for a moment, her thoughts clearly elsewhere. Lisa pretended not to notice.

“They blame me for everything,” Christina went on, still half to herself. “At work. At home. Systems always needed someone smaller to absorb the fault. Every little thing. What am I supposed to do? He doesn’t listen to me.”

She stopped and looked up, suddenly aware she’d been talking aloud.

Exposure tightened her chest. She hated when thoughts escaped before she’d shaped them into something safe.

Lisa lit another cigarette and focused on the smoke unravelling.

Marty had been watching Ruby before she left.

He’d noticed the red marks on her skin. They looked like they hurt. Marty knew pain. He knew what it felt like when your body turned against you. Ruby’s body looked like it was attacking her.

Now the two women were talking and talking, about writing things down.

Marty scowled. If either of them had noticed, they might have assumed he’d been in the sun too long and wheeled him back inside. But that wasn’t it. He wasn’t overheated. He just didn’t want to be near them anymore.

It wasn’t because of what they were saying.

It was that they weren’t talking about Ruby.

His father wouldn’t have done that. If his father had found Marty covered in ant bites, he would’ve washed him, put cream on, talked to him. Looked after him.

Made sure he was okay.

Marty missed his father.

At the doctor’s surgery, Ruby paced a four-metre line only she could see. Other people sat waiting, each with their own quiet reason for being there. Rachel was one of them.

Ruby had already been examined. The bites were infected. Katherine remained inside with the doctor, sitting very still, answering questions as they came: bowel habits, sleep chart, diet, PRNs. She answered everything she was asked, and nothing extra.

She hadn’t wanted to be there in the first place. In the car, she’d asked Rachel if she’d mind going in instead. Rachel hadn’t answered at first. Then Rachel turned and said, flatly, “I’m not seeing no doctor.”

Katherine had almost pushed back. Then she saw Rachel’s eyes, glassy, distant, fear layered over something harder. Anger, raw, unfiltered. Rachel repeated it, the same words, but this time with force. Katherine had murmured agreement and focused on the road.

Katherine had her own reasons for hating doctors. Bloody know-it-alls with sadistic nurses willing to jab anyone because a chart said so. She tried hard to not dwell on it.

The doctor was looking at her now, waiting.

“Ah, yes doctor,” Katherine said, not entirely sure what she was agreeing to.

He nodded, typed, then handed her a pathology slip. Blood tests. Clinic next door. Still open.

“Yes,” she said again.

She thought half a dozen other things she wanted to say. None of them kind.








  
    
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Christina had learned that peace was something you purchased, not something you kept.

She cooked on autopilot, because thinking only made it all worse. As Christina was slicing up the bacon, her mind was halfway around the world. Thinking at that moment of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican City, she had read about it once, and seen an impressive 3d tour of it on the internet, making it look so real. For a moment she closed her eyes, and tried to pretend she was there, but the smell of bacon refused to let her go.
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