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They look like torches. The lights on the horizon seem to spring from the ground, spread across the blackness and rush past her. It’s as if children, hand in hand, running at an impossible speed, are holding them out to light their way. 


The lights remind her of the torches they used to keep in the back shed at the house, the ones she would keep stocked with batteries that were thick as thumbs. She would search for them only when the power went down, fumbling her way out to the shed in the dark, searching for the padlock in the moonlight. 


The lights are so bright, Grace has to squint to stop her eyes from aching.


She remembers a game. In her mind, she sees a boy standing beside a brick letterbox on a suburban street. The boy is holding a torch, swinging it wildly, left and right, up and down. The torch is a beam, a searchlight. The boy is moving the light over tree after tree, bush after bush, and his other hand is on the letterbox, palm flat to the brick.


In the memory it is dusk and the sea breeze is mixing with the heat still rising from the bitumen, weaving hot and cold in the air. There is a base level of sound, wide and low as grass. It is the chirping of cicadas. Deafening, maddening if you concentrate on it for too long. The sound is interrupted by the giggles of the other children hiding somewhere behind gum trees and lantana bushes and then: a shout. The boy is calling out the word they’ve been waiting for, a call that comes when the torch catches a pale limb, a turned cheek. Spotlight.


She can’t place the memory. She is unsure if she saw it as a child, running from bush to trunk, catching her breath in gulps, trying not to give herself away. Is that her, walking home, skin covered in the pink marks left by sticks and thorns, hoping they would disappear before her mother could find them? Or is she grown? Is that her watching from the kitchen window, hands moving suds over plates, knives and cups in the sink? Is that her watching the clock on the wall? Is she looking for the time when she will have to call a child back inside to wash their face, brush their teeth?


The lights she sees now, the ones in pairs, seem to lift and fall as they move past her. The sound that goes with them, as the lights get closer, is nothing like cicadas. This sound is unnatural, the urgent call of something familiar yet foreign. It is a call she knows but not one of bodies, of wind. It is the call of machines.


Grace looks down and sees cream slippers streaked with dirt, sees the edge of a cheap, light-blue nightie. These are her slippers, this is her nightie. Grace is walking in a valley, wide as a dried-out river, following a white line. Next to the white line, stuck down at intervals, are objects, about the size of a saucer but the wrong shape. The objects glow orange when the light passes them and she looks ahead and sees the white line stretching into the distance, a dull path fading into darkness. There is a beauty to this line, in the care taken to mark it, to keep it perfectly straight like a single brushstroke applied by a painter on canvas. Bold, deliberate. 


She wraps her dressing-gown tight against her body. There is a chill in the air. That must be why she put on the gown, although she can’t remember it. She can’t remember putting it on and she can’t remember leaving the house – or waking up, for that matter, if she’d been asleep before she came here. Was she watching television? Was it some tedious American drama with handsome men and thin women that bored her into walking out? She can’t remember closing the door or walking down the driveway. She can’t remember the steps that brought her here, beside the white line and the moving lights. 


It must be late. There is dew on the leaves of the trees and the moving lights catch it for a moment, making the invisible luminous before sending it back to darkness. She reaches out, runs her hands through the leaves, takes the dew from them, lets it cover her skin. She can feel it seep into her dry, cracked fingers. 


There is a bridge ahead, spanning the two sides of the valley. It is a thin walking bridge with a wire fence on top like a long, upturned basket. Grace has seen this bridge before but not from this angle, not at this pace, and not while out walking. Wide signs hang below the bridge, but there is no message, only a sheet-metal grey dented by rivets. 


The lights keep coming. She blinks and they’re still there, the memory of them burned behind her eyelids. Grace moves away from the lights, walks closer to the trees, where it isn’t as bright, but she can’t get away from the noise. She presses her hands to the sides of her head, covering her ears. Even with her hands over her ears, she hears the strange and unnatural calls.


She drops her hands and looks at her palms, at the soft and wrinkled skin. When did they start changing? They haven’t always looked like this. She has always cared for her skin, rubbing butter on the parts visible to the world whenever she could steal some away from the kitchen, whenever her mother’s attention was elsewhere. She would take slivers at a time and hurry to the bathroom, rub the butter slowly on her skin. When her mother noticed something in the house was missing, it was clear to everyone that someone was in for it. Her mother’s eyes would narrow, her nostrils would flare. She would begin by asking questions. Her tone was polite, but there would be an insistence in her voice. Her mother’s voice was a net, floating innocuous in the water, moving with the currents, but ready to become a trap.


There is a new sound, carried on the wind from somewhere nearby. A screeching sound, a wail. Grace can almost recognise it: a sound that goes along with skidding and spinning, a sound of something wrong.


The torches, two at a time. The bridge, the trees, the white line, the sounds. They are connected, Grace can sense it, but the whole is lost to her. The parts are there, laid out on a table, ready to assemble, but she can’t join them. The part that connects them is missing, the glue, the tape. 


Why is she out walking? There must be a reason. 


A shiver travels up her spine and settles at her neck. Someone is missing. She feels it, the absence, the rush of air, a vacuum forming inside her. Is that why she left the house? Is that why she went out walking tonight, in this strange valley? Is that why she is out here, by the dew-soaked trees? Is she trying to find someone?


She hears another sound coming from above, beside the flecks of stars. It is a whipping of air that eclipses all other sound, eclipses Grace’s voice as she screams at the sky. The sound comes with a light, brighter than all the others, shining high above her, shining down like a second sun, a second moon. The light stays on her as the sound grows louder, as it gets closer, and Grace’s delicate, white hair peels from her face, and the light and fast-moving air consume her.
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The funeral home is a squat, brown-brick building on the edge of an industrial part of town. Cars roll by on the main road, on the other side of a ragged lawn, and discount shops, furniture stores, tile warehouses and nurseries line the streets nearby. The sky is overcast, the wind is strong. Old gum trees line the edge of the car park and seem to shiver in the wind, their leaves like prickled skin. Two crows pick at some rice scattered in one of the car-park spaces. Grace locks her car and walks to the entrance. 


People stand together in small groups, some wearing black, others in navy or another dark shade. They shift their weight from one leg to the other and lean on the brick walls and smoke cigarettes. Grace recognises one man, although she can’t place him. When the man sees her, his eyes narrow and, after a moment, open wide. 


‘Grace,’ he says. ‘Over here.’


The man holds a walking frame. He moves towards her, shifting the frame and dragging his feet behind. He stoops as he goes, as though there is a low ceiling above him. Grace knows this man.


‘Arthur,’ she says. ‘Is that you?’


‘In the flesh.’ 


Arthur stops in front of her and wheezes, catches his breath. He is bald but for a ring of delicate hair near his ears and above his neck. There are deep wrinkles on his face like grooves in wood and Grace thinks of the counter at the old pub where her parents used to spend their evenings. Arthur would always be there, behind that counter, waiting for an order, waiting to collect the money.


‘We go back many years. More years than I can count in this old head. I was sorry to hear the news.’


‘Thank you,’ she says. 


Arthur’s eyes are like frosted glass. This man who spent so many years pouring drinks for the neighbourhood. He witnessed the celebrations and arguments, the flirtations and frustrations. He saw the range of the old neighbourhood, as people came in to celebrate or commiserate or forget. 


‘It’s good to see you, Arthur. It’s been so long.’


‘Not many of us left.’ Arthur clicks his tongue and shakes his head. ‘I’m still holding on. It was probably all those years leaning on the bar. Not as many miles in these legs.’


He reaches down and pats one leg. Grace glances at her watch.


‘I shouldn’t keep you,’ Arthur says. ‘I expect you’re needed inside.’


There is the sound of soft piano coming from the speakers. She can see a table in the foyer with two small stacks of pamphlets, and elsewhere there are flowers and heavy drapes and warm lights. A man stands to one side, slightly stooped and dressed in black.


‘Grace,’ he says, smiling weakly, no teeth. ‘This way, please.’


Inside, there is no cross or altar and there are cushioned seats, not pews. She approaches a short path cutting through the rows and sees a coffin topped with yellow and white carnations. White for luck, yellow for disappointment. Next to the flowers is a photograph of her mother, Annie. 


The man is speaking softly to Grace, leaning in close to her ear. ‘When everyone has taken their seats, I’ll stand and make my way over to the lectern. I’ll read out the words about Annie’s life and then you’ll speak. Take your time. There are tissues up there.’ The man turns and shuffles towards the door, leaving her in front of the coffin. 


After she got the phone call, after the hospital and the paperwork, Grace made her way to her mother’s house. The hospital had given Grace the address, and keys, of a small duplex with roses out the front and a lawn dotted with clover. She might have driven past it on any given day and would never have known her mother was inside. Grace let herself in and walked around. There were cups in the sink, magazines by the television. There were candles and indoor ferns and an ashtray. She stood in the middle of the living room and tried to imagine her mother making tea, watching television, reading the newspaper. 


She found the photographs in the bedroom, in an album tucked away in the closet. There were old images of Annie’s family that Grace had never seen, pictures of people in uniform, or posing at beaches. There were photos at church, on old city streets, inside cars, in parks. Flipping through the album, she found the photo she needed. It was of Annie, aged around seventeen, taken on black-and-white film. Annie’s hair was pinned back and her eyes were bright. She looked nothing like the mother Grace knew. The woman was a stranger.


Grace can hear noises behind her as people begin to file into the room. She walks away from the coffin and sits in the front row. The man with the soft voice takes his place at the lectern. 


‘Thank you for being here with us,’ he says. ‘We’re grateful you could make it. We’re here to celebrate the life of Annette Margaret Wells.’


The man talks about Annie’s life. He talks about her growing up in England, about the war. He talks about nursing, about family. The words wash over Grace, seem to join together into a stream as she stares at the flowers. The man has stopped speaking and now he is waving. He walks over to Grace and holds out a hand.


She isn’t sure what she says. She isn’t sure how long she stands there, looking down at the small gathering of people. Her own family isn’t there, her husband Howard and her daughter Liz. She hasn’t told them, hasn’t asked them to come. Her tongue dries out and words leave her mouth, and then they are carrying her mother out of the room and into the windy day.


Grace clasps her hands behind her back as the hearse inches out into the traffic on the main road, escorted by the man from the funeral home. He walks a few steps ahead, holding out a hand to stop the other cars. The hearse enters the flow of traffic and the man walks away, head bowed, and Grace stands with the others, watching the hearse drive off until it is out of sight. People rub each other on the back and dig their hands into their pockets, shuffle their feet. The man from the funeral home returns from the road. 


‘Please join us inside for tea and refreshments,’ he says. 


Inside, there is an urn, a couple of coffee plungers and a cluster of cups. Shortbread and Anzac biscuits piled on plates. Arthur says his goodbyes and Grace watches him move behind his walking frame, sees the thin legs and weak shoulders. She watches him struggle out the door and into the car park and it occurs to her that this will be the last time she sees Arthur. She tries to record the scene in her mind, tries to burn it into her memory so she can keep hold of the image for later. 
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Grace sits on the worn emerald-green recliner, knitting gear – needles and pink wool – on her lap. It is dark out, the last of the sun’s rays having passed long ago, leaving a chill in their place. It must be late April or May, judging by the temperature. The windows are open and Grace can hear a distant undertone like a swarm of bees mixed with crashing waves. When it is quiet in the suburbs, any sound can be powerful, can push its way in, spread to every corner like dust. 


She yawns. It must be late. She turns and looks at the clock on the far wall, sees a little hand near the one. She hasn’t been up past midnight in years. The clock must be broken or slow, the batteries dying. 


Grace winds wool over her knuckles, unravels it. Winds, unravels.


Liz is here in the house. Grace can hear her talking in the back room, barely audible above that steady hum from outside. Liz is rarely quiet, even when talking about something confidential, about one of her cases from the Magistrates Court – or is it the County Court? Grace can’t remember which it is, but they are all the same, when you get down to the details. Leather briefcases, stern faces, shuffling papers. The occasional television crew waiting outside, ready to ambush a defendant with questions they won’t answer. 


Grace looks around the living room, at a fireplace opposite the recliner, the brick chimney reaching to the ceiling. Howard had a screen installed to stop Liz from getting too close. That was a long time ago, before the teenage Liz left home, hair dyed black and holes pierced in lips and nose. The screen was one of many changes they’d made when they moved up from the coast. Everything had seemed more dangerous in the city, with its freeways and sirens and locks on everything – or was it a different fireplace screen? This one seems unusual and Grace gets a feeling about it. It seems too tall and too ornate, with a floral motif carved into the metal. Grace would choose something else. Was the one she was thinking of back in their old house, the shack on the coast?


She had moved down the coast with Howard not long after school finished, and they rented an old shack near the beach. At night, they could lie in bed with the windows open and hear the pulsing of the sea, the water crashing on sand and rock. They could smell the ocean, the salt and seaweed filling the gaps in her life. Howard was on the road selling insurance and she made soap in concrete tubs in the old shed behind the shack. She spent hours in there, the air thick with the smell of lavender and coconut. She sold the rough blocks of soap to tourists at local markets. 


Grace keeps winding wool, unravelling it. Winding, unravel­ling. Her hands move in rhythm, in time with the clock on the wall. Sixty ticks adding up to a minute, everything known and calculated. No surprises. 


Liz has moved into the kitchen, pacing the tight room, a hand cupped over her mouth. ‘Yes. Yes, I know. I understand that. Believe me, I do.’ 


Grace watches from the recliner and she sees flashes of Liz through the hatch in the wall between the lounge and kitchen. 


‘Yes, well, it’s late and … Well, we’ve thought about that. I mean, I’ve thought about that. She’s fine, most of the time … Yes … Okay. Yes, like I said, I’ve thought about it, but it’s not easy with her. I can’t just wheel her up to the door of any old, you know, and ring the doorbell.’


The wool, the clock, Liz pacing back and forth. Everything winding and unravelling, ticking and ticking, moving in rhythm.


‘Yes … Yeah, okay … Well, yeah, nobody wants the bloody police to pick their mum up on the freeway.’


Grace feels a sudden chill, colder than before. ‘You’ve left the windows open. You’re letting in a draught.’


Liz appears in the hatch, a frown lining her forehead. ‘Just a second,’ she says and lowers the phone. ‘What did you say?’


‘The windows,’ Grace says. 


Liz walks around the room and closes the windows with one hand. She moves past Grace, shaking her head, and steps back into the kitchen. ‘Sorry … Yes, I’m here … Okay, I will. I’ll have to make some phone calls. It’s just, it’s been hard with her. It’s been difficult, to say the least.’


Draughts aren’t the only issue. With the windows open, anything could happen. Howard isn’t home – at least Grace doesn’t think he is. It is only her on the recliner and Liz in the kitchen and it is far too late at night to have the windows open.


‘She’s on her own and I’ve just been through a messy divorce. To be honest, the bastard tried everything he could to … Sorry. I mean, I was in and out of court and … I haven’t been around, and these things take time. Okay … Look, I’m sorry you had to pick her up out at the … you know. Thank you and I am sorry … Okay … I will take care of it … Okay. Thank you … Yes. Yes. Thank you. Bye … Bye.’


Liz sighs and there are a few moments of silence before she enters the living room. She walks over to the buffet and drops her phone in her handbag. ‘Mum,’ Liz says. ‘Mum.’ 


Grace stares at the handbag, at the gold clasp, perfectly smooth.


‘What were you doing? Why did you leave the house? Mum? What are you doing with that wool? Mum?’


‘I’ll make you some tea.’ Grace drops the needles and wool on the floor and rises from the armchair, moving with purpose. ‘Do you want some tea?’


Grace shuffles past Liz and walks to the kitchen, moves tins and containers around on the counter.


‘No, I don’t want any tea,’ Liz says. ‘Don’t you know what time it is?’


‘It’s not that supermarket brand.’ Grace leans against the counter and looks out through the hatch at Liz. ‘Pat. You remember Pat from next door? She dropped off some chai. That’s what they call it. Her son brought some back from … He went somewhere, and he brought it back and Pat gave some to me.’


Grace opens the cupboard doors and peers into the dark spaces, moves items around, and then closes the doors.


‘Mum. I don’t want tea. Mum?’ Liz walks over to the hatch and leans in, her straight brown hair resting on her cheekbones. ‘What were you doing tonight?’


‘What am I doing? Weren’t you listening? I’m making you a cup of … the tea Pat brought over.’


‘No, not now. Before. What were you doing before?’


The belt on Grace’s robe slips its knot and falls loose. The full length of Grace’s nightie is visible and she looks down at the cheap light-blue material. Polyester imitating silk. Grace learned early on that appearances are sometimes about hiding the facts. Doing what you can to fit in, to hide what’s wrong. Grace wraps the robe around her and ties the belt. She bends to inspect the lowest shelves of the cupboards. 


‘Where are the mugs? The mugs are always here.’


‘Mum?’


‘Someone’s moved the mugs.’


‘Nobody’s touched the mugs.’ Liz’s hands are on her hips, deep red nail polish fanned across her body.


‘Well, they didn’t grow legs and move all by themselves, now did they?’


‘There,’ Liz says. ‘Behind you.’


Grace sees a collection of thin white mugs with blue floral print. Eight of them, hanging from hooks under the cabinet. 


‘I don’t know who put them there,’ Grace says. ‘Your dad wouldn’t have. He’s never washed up a day in his life, so it couldn’t have been him.’


‘You know it wasn’t him,’ Liz says, pronouncing the words carefully like she’s assembling them, stacking them like bricks in a wall. ‘You haven’t even filled the kettle, Mum.’


Grace moves over to the sink, holds the kettle under the faucet and hesitates.


‘That’s it,’ Liz says. ‘Now turn the tap on.’


Grace can feel Liz’s eyes on her. She turns the cold tap and water flows into the kettle. ‘I don’t remember calling you. Why are you here? Where’s that husband of yours?’


Liz rubs her forehead, moving her fingers slowly across the skin like they do in those painkiller advertisements on the television. ‘Nice one.’ She walks away from the hatch and into the living room. ‘Thanks.’ 


‘Well?’ Grace shuts off the tap and places the kettle on the stand, pushes down the button. 


Liz starts to pace around the lounge, walking from wall to wall, rubbing her forehead. ‘You know what happened to him.’


‘What happened? What are you talking about?’


‘We divorced, Mum.’


‘Divorce?’ Grace pulls two mugs from the hooks and puts them down, clattering, on the counter. ‘When did that happen? Why didn’t you tell me?’


Liz bends and picks up the wool and needles. ‘He left, Mum.’ She speaks to her hands, to the wool. ‘With that tiny young thing from his office. He moved to Queensland with her.’


Grace takes two teabags from the tin. She pulls the tag free and places the bags in the mugs. ‘What are you going to … What about Claire?’


‘Claire’s fine. She’s living with me.’


Liz drops the wool and needles on the floor and walks to the fireplace. She stares at it, watching as if she sees flames. Grace fills each mug with water from the kettle and carries the tea over to Liz. Brown hair hanging past her shoulders, straight like wire. She used to have such lovely, wavy hair. Grace reaches around Liz and hands her a mug.


‘It’s cold,’ Liz says.


‘Pardon?’


Liz looks down at the mug. ‘Nothing. Thanks.’


‘It’s those … The tea from Pat. You remember Pat?’


‘From next door.’


‘Yes,’ Grace says. ‘Her son, he went and … The tea.’


‘Thanks. It’s nice.’


‘You’re welcome, love.’ Grace lifts a hand, reaching for Liz’s hair. Her hair was always so fine – it moved with the slightest breeze, as if there were a current next to her body, a drift beside her. Liz walks to the other side of the room.


‘Mum,’ she says. ‘I’m going to stay the night.’


‘Okay,’ Grace says, lowering herself into the recliner.


‘I just have to head home first. I’m going to pick up some things. I already dropped Claire off at a friend’s place.’


‘I’ll make up the bed.’


‘No, just sit tight.’


‘I’ll put some fresh sheets on.’ Grace reaches for the armrests and Liz waves a hand in front of her.


‘Don’t,’ she says. ‘Just wait there, please. Don’t move. I won’t be long.’


‘Okay.’


‘I have to make some phone calls tomorrow. Things can’t go on the way they have. I’ll sort it out tomorrow.’


‘You’ll stay?’


‘Yes. I’ll come back and stay. I’ll sort it out. I’ll make some calls.’


‘Okay, love,’ Grace says. ‘That’s good.’ She reaches for the knitting gear, fumbling behind her back until she feels the fuzz on her fingertips. 


‘I’m locking the door. Okay? Just stay there. I’ll be back soon.’


Liz is gone and Grace is alone in the house with the chill in the air, the sound in her ears. Grace leans back in the recliner and wraps the coarse pink wool over her knuckles, winding it over and over.


She can remember things that happened years ago as if they just took place, but she can’t remember waking up this morning. She can remember the shack at the beach and the Indian Ocean and the smell of the soap as the blocks cooled and hardened. 


There are some days, entire days, in which Grace remembers everything. She can find herself in time and place, pinpoint her position like a landmark on a map. There are some days, from sun-up to sundown, when she can carry the past and present in her mind, unbroken, like a stitch along a hem.
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