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The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.


Ernest Hemingway














I haven’t always lived here.


There was this house. It was built on sand.


No real foundation.


It was an iceberg house.


It collapsed from the inside.


Let me tell you about it.


This isn’t a story.


Trust me, this really happened.












CHAPTER 1


I’m in the city, sitting on the steps under the clocks at Flinders Street station. It still feels strange to be allowed out. I’m nervous, as if someone’s going to tap me on the shoulder, tell me to put my mask on, to go home, stay inside.


I look behind me. No one there, only the CCTV cameras moving, silently zooming in and out. But that’s the thing. You can’t see a virus; it’s in the air. I might be the person breathing in that particular tiny particle at that particular second in time, and bang, I’ve got it. Covid. Or whatever new virus might come next. It’s because we’re too close to animals, we’ve taken over their habitat, and now it’s easier to pass illnesses from animal to human.


I mean look at Connie’s house. That whole area used to be paddocks, and before that, who knows, probably forest. There are still two big gum trees at the entrance to her estate. Their bark is smooth and almost pink. Probably the whole suburb was once those tall gums that smell fresh, like lemons. Connie lives in a small, brand-new house with a small, brand-new garden that has small, brand-new plants in it, but if you climb up on her back fence and look over, it’s still paddocks.


The fence seems pointless because behind it is nothing but flat, dusty ground. It’s a wasteland. Scrub. Thistles with bright purple flowers. There used to be horses. Connie and I fed them carrots. And Connie’s little sister June loved those horses so much. She was never scared of them, even when she was really small. Soon the land will be prepared for more streets, more houses. I don’t know where the horses have gone.


When you drive down the highway, there are huge billboards with new suburbs and pictures of families riding bikes by a lake, or playing golf, or having a picnic on bright green grass. Start Here, the signs read. Brookfield Lakes, Summerhill Rise, Come Home to Highville. Display Village Now Open. Land Now Selling.


But back here at the city station, I’m waiting for Connie. She’s coming in on the Upfield line, because they’ve been at the hospital. I’ve come in on the Werribee line.


Families walk past. Little kids skipping along, running ahead. No masks. Most kids look strong, with their small muscly legs and white teeth and big smiles. But they may not be. I think of June, who had Covid and still isn’t completely better. She’s in the high-risk group. Immuno-compromised. We have learnt a lot of new words.


The steps at the station feel cold. People say that these steps are heated but I’m not sure. Still, the sun shines on my back. How nice is that feeling.


So I’m standing up to look at the clocks, to see if Connie’s train has come.


My phone vibrates.


A text from Mish, our other friend.


Kind of a friend.




Running late


drop it off without me





I type Drop what off?


I don’t know what Mish is talking about.


While I’m typing, another message appears.




Don’t tell Bella.





But I am Bella.









CHAPTER 2


Maybe you’ve done that as well. Sent the text to the person the text was about.


By accident.


Before I can reply, Connie arrives.


‘I just got a message from Mish,’ I say. ‘I think it was meant for you.’


I show her my phone. Her phone is buzzing too.


She texts, quickly.


‘What are you dropping off?’ I ask her.


Connie takes a brown envelope from her canvas tote bag with the sunflowers on it. ‘I have to take this to the Southbank statue.’ She holds it in both hands. ‘Mish says someone will be there to pick it up. At two o’clock.’


I look up at the clocks, scan across the ones that tell you what time each train is due, to the one that tells the actual time. Ten minutes to two.


I look down at the envelope. A4, folded in half. ‘What’s in it?’ I hold my hand out.


She hesitates. Connie’s eyes are naturally wide, making her look a bit surprised by everything she sees. For a second, we are both holding the envelope.


She lets go, and now it’s in my hands. It’s very light.


‘It’s stuck down,’ says Connie. ‘Don’t open it.’


Connie doesn’t usually tell me what to do. ‘Please,’ she adds, and the breeze blows across the steps and makes her skirt ripple. Connie’s mum Anna is a dressmaker. The skirt is a delicate fabric, green; it comes in at the waist. It would look wrong on me, but somehow Connie can make clothes like that work, in a daggy-but-cool, vintage kind of way.


‘What’s inside?’ I ask Connie. ‘What’s Mish doing?’


Behind Connie is a poster of eyes. It’s a thing; posters of faces and eyes make people behave better in public. They won’t litter or steal things. We did it in SOSE this year. It’s called The Hawthorne Effect. If people imagine they’re being watched, they won’t say or do anything that might attract attention.


Connie takes the envelope from my hands. ‘I don’t know,’ she says, ‘what Mish is doing.’


She looks up at me through the sides of her growing-out dark fringe, and I can tell, she’s frightened.


Does Connie know?


More than me, anyway?









CHAPTER 3


Connie is very sweet. She will do anything Mish wants. Plus, Mish is her cousin. Their mums are sisters. Mish is nearly a year older than Connie, but she’s in Year Seven, like us.


We get to the statue right on two pm. It’s called Ophelia – a face made of tiny mosaic tiles, with huge green eyes and a wide red mouth. You might have seen it if you live in Melbourne. Ophelia’s mouth is closed, and she’s a wonky shape, like a Picasso painting. From far away it looks like a real face. Close up, its shape is strange. Distorted.


We wait. Two police walk by, a man and a woman. I suddenly think, Should I be wearing my mask? The rules have changed about masks, but it’s a habit. The police walk back past us again. Are they watching us? Are we breaking some new rule?


‘Do you know what the person looks like?’ I ask Connie. ‘Who you’re supposed to meet?’


Connie shakes her head, her ponytail swings. Her hair tie is elastic towelling, pale yellow. She puts on her mask, so that all I can see are her surprised eyes, her thick black lashes. I put mine on too; it makes me feel safer, less exposed. We got so used to wearing them. Our masks are matching yellow gingham because Connie’s mum made them for us.


We both check our phones. Nothing from Mish.


Connie clutches her bag with the envelope in it. The painted sunflowers fold in her fingers. Her nail polish is bright yellow too. I bet she did her nails with June. June loves manicures and pedicures. Connie’s bag is something a little kid might have. Not someone who’s nearly halfway through Year Seven. I bet her mum made it from leftover curtain fabric.


A skinny guy comes towards us. He hovers at the statue. He’s older than us, maybe twenty-something. He’s wearing black jeans and a hoodie with some metal band on it.


Connie edges nearer to him. ‘Excuse me,’ she says politely, as if she’s speaking to a teacher. ‘Do you know Mish?’


Her white T-shirt is bright in the autumn sun. Connie’s clothes are spotless, with no creases. They always look brand new, never a shirt that’s lost some of its whiteness, never a jumper that’s gone fuzzy with those little bobbles. Nothing frayed.


The sharp corner of the brown envelope is poking out the top of her bag.


The guy looks at Connie, then at me. He has very short blond hair. You can tell it’s dyed because it’s almost white, but his eyebrows are black, and he also has a bit of a moustache, and that’s black, too.


The police walk back again. The guy pulls his hood further down over his face and starts to walk quickly. He bounds up the down escalator to the restaurants and shops on the middle level of Southbank. The police don’t chase him, but then Connie walks in fast motion, away from the statue. I follow her. Then we run. I don’t know why we’re running. We haven’t done anything wrong.


We don’t run after the guy. We run across the road; we just get the lights. I pull my mask off. Connie does the same.


A man on a scooter bumps into Connie, making her stumble. ‘Watch it!’ he says as he zooms past.


The police don’t come after us. I mean, why would they? It’s not like running is against the law.


We sit on the bluestone kerb at the top of a laneway.


We’re both puffing. I see a lot of graffiti on the wall opposite. There’s a huge painting of Dustin Martin’s face, but someone has spray-painted over part of it in purple so it looks as if Dusty has a bruise over his eye and cheekbone. He stares at us. Connie puts her hand into her bag. She looks panicked, her dark-brown eyes even wider than usual.


‘What’s wrong?’ I ask. ‘What’s happened?’


‘I’ve dropped it. The envelope.’ Connie stands up, looks around, then down at the blue-grey cobblestones. ‘Mish will be mad with me.’ Connie peers into the bag. Puts her hair behind her ears, first one, then the other, which she always does when she’s nervous. She might be about to cry.


We leave the laneway and Dusty’s intense, staring eyes. We retrace our steps to the statue. Connie’s white runners are super clean; mine were white once, but not anymore.


We don’t find the envelope.


But now Mish has messaged us because she’s arrived at the station. So we return to the clocks, like time going backwards. I’m hot now; I’m sweating. Connie still looks neat and fresh and clean. But she’s frowning, her eyebrows pushing down, making a verandah.


‘Did you give him the envelope?’ Mish says as soon as she sees us. ‘At the statue?’


‘Yes,’ says Connie.


‘No,’ I say at the same time.


‘What?’ Mish looks angry already.


Connie’s arms cross her body, hands gripping, shoulders tense.


‘I dropped it.’


Mish turns to me, but I have nothing to add.


I keep quiet.









CHAPTER 4


Mish messages someone while we stand at the clocks.


It’s hazy; the day is still. Every now and then I can vaguely smell smoke. There’s probably a controlled burn somewhere outside Melbourne. They do them at this time of year. Our shadows aren’t defined and sharp like on a clear day. Their edges are fuzzy and out of focus.


‘It was an accident,’ says Connie, ‘I’m sorry Mish, it was an –’


But Mish is already marching off.


She doesn’t mention the envelope again, so we don’t either.


We follow Mish into Sportsgirl. Mish gets some earrings.


We go to Koko Black. Mish gets cute little packets of chocolate.


We go to the sushi shop. Mish gets an iced tea.


I need to tell you something about Mish. You might have guessed it already.


She’s a shoplifter.


Addicted to shoplifting.


I thought that the pandemic might have cured Mish of her addiction because how can you shoplift when you’re in lockdown. But she still took stuff from the supermarket. And the chemist.


Cheap mascaras that she didn’t even need but were easy to hide in her pocket.


Cans of Coke Zero.


Lip balm.


Corn chips.


Chocolate.


Bath bombs.


A small, scented candle.


We walk around. Connie and I look.


Mish takes.


Watching Mish makes me think of a zombie – she moves slowly, as if she’s asleep to what she’s doing, even to what she’s actually taking. She wears a purple mask, and I wonder if she’s using it as a disguise. If she stretches the top and bottom, it covers most of her face.


She even takes a vape from a laneway shop. Peach Strawberry Ice. It looks like a USB.


We sit on a bench in the Bourke Street Mall. Mish takes her mask off.


‘Did you open the envelope?’ she asks me. Mish has a very quiet voice, as if she thinks someone is listening to her who shouldn’t be. Eavesdropping.


‘No.’


‘She didn’t, Mish,’ Connie tries to reassure her.


‘What was in it?’ I ask.


Mish doesn’t speak.


‘Was there anything in it? It was very light.’ I’m holding my hand out flat, as if I’m weighing the missing envelope in my palm.


‘Shut up,’ says Mish, and she opens her stolen Coke with a hissssss.









CHAPTER 5


‘Why do we even hang around with her?’ I ask Connie once Mish gets off the train at her stop on the way home.


‘Mum says I need to include her,’ says Connie. ‘Until she gets settled.’


I feel like asking Connie if her mum knows that Connie and Mish have basically nothing in common, even though they’re cousins. They don’t even look alike. Mish looks heaps older than Connie, and older than me, too.


‘I hope she gets settled quickly, then,’ I say. ‘I don’t get why she’d want to hang around with us? Unless she wants to use us to distract shop owners so she can steal stuff.’


‘We used to spend so much time together,’ says Connie, looking out the grimy train window at the backs of houses. ‘We went on holidays together and everything.’


‘Yeah, I remember her from your birthday parties,’ I say. ‘But that was before Covid. When we were younger.’


Connie nods. ‘Then when Covid happened I hardly saw her, for like two years.’ The train makes a clacking sound, a song beat. ‘Now she’s a different person. I don’t think she likes me anymore.’ Connie frowns. ‘If Mish doesn’t like people, she spreads rumours about them.’


I wonder if we’re all different people now. I definitely think about the world differently. I don’t count on anything actually happening. Mum and Pete seem quite happy. They don’t go out much these days. Maybe this is just our lives now. We’re in a different time and place.


Connie and I live in a five-kilometre zone so we could go for walks together through lockdown. Sometimes we went to the dam; lots of us went there to hang out. Parts are fenced off, but there are holes in the cyclone wire that you can get through. It was like we were kids again; we put tarps between the trees and built cubbies. Some kids dived off the big rock into the water on hot days. It’s an old quarry; diving isn’t allowed because the edge of the dam is shallow in places. People made bike tracks with mounds and jumps. We climbed trees and sat in them with our phones.


‘Mish likes you more than she likes me,’ I say, because it’s true. ‘Even though you’re pretty different from each other.’


I’m hoping Mish doesn’t spread rumours about me.


I take my feet off the seat facing us in case the inspectors get on. I scroll through my phone, then gaze at the dry paddocks moving by, the half-made roads that go nowhere yet but will soon be suburbs. ‘What happened to her other group?’ I ask. ‘Who she hung around with when she first started? Danni and Bianca and them?’


Connie looks up from her phone. ‘Now her parents won’t let her see them. That’s what Aunty Ren told my mum. She’s forbidden to see them.’


Forbidden. The train slows down. What a final word. No ifs, no buts, no discussion. Forbidden.


‘Why?’ I ask.


‘Because they’re a bad influence. Uncle Mark found messages and videos on her phone and that was it; forbidden.’


The train pulls in at our station. We stand up, swaying, balancing.


‘What were the videos?’


‘I don’t know,’ says Connie. ‘Mum said they were “inappropriate”. Uncle Mark is really strict.’


We both jump onto the platform. I’m thinking that Mish herself is a bad influence. On Connie. On us. I wonder if Connie’s parents know that.


We touch off with our myki cards. ‘Mish probably only hangs around with us because she needs someone to sit with at lunchtime,’ says Connie.


‘But how would her parents know if she ignored their rule and sat with Danni and Bianca?’ I follow Connie up the ramp to the street. ‘You wouldn’t tell your aunty and uncle, would you?’


‘Oh but they would know!’ Connie stops, and she almost whispers to me. ‘They know exactly what Mish is doing all the time. They track her with their phones. On Life360.’ Connie speaks quickly, glancing behind her as if Mish’s parents might be tracking us as well. ‘They would have tracked her in the city today. Uncle Mark listens to her conversations.’


‘Really?’ I ask. ‘Can people even do that?’


Connie nods. ‘With a voice recorder. He put one in her school bag and for ages she didn’t even know about it. She told me at pony club. And he has spyware.’ Connie pauses, as if she’s deciding whether or not to tell me anything more. ‘Mish got into trouble at her old school, and now they don’t trust her. Uncle Mark’s always asking me about her, like he wants me to spy on her. He says it’s because he cares about her that he needs to watch over her. I wish they’d never moved here.’


‘Me too.’ Things were much simpler before Mish arrived. I feel a bit annoyed that Connie has brought Mish into our lives, even though I know it’s not Connie’s fault. And I don’t even know what spyware is.


‘I wish she’d go back to the other group,’ I say as we reach the street.


‘That won’t happen,’ says Connie. ‘Forbidden.’


‘Well hopefully she finds some new friends, and leaves us alone.’


Connie frowns, and I wonder if I’ve said too much. You know how you can criticise your own family, but if someone else does, you want to defend them? Like how I’m always complaining that Mum and Pete are really untidy, but when Connie agreed that our house is always in a mess, I felt a bit hurt.


But I hate the way Mish steals all the time. I think of the afternoon we’ve just spent with her. Even though I didn’t take anything from the shops, I feel a bit guilty or stressed or something. And who was that guy who ran away when he saw the police, or maybe it was when he saw us?


‘I wish we knew what was in the envelope,’ I say. ‘It might have belonged to that guy at the statue. Why did he run off?’


Connie shrugs. ‘I better hurry,’ she says, and I know Connie has to be home by five. She turns left to head over the pedestrian bridge and off to Summerhill Rise, where she lives. I turn right and walk up the road beside the train track to my house. When the sun’s out it’s warm. But when the sun’s behind the clouds, the air is cold; it reminds me that we’re heading towards winter.


My house is on the railway line. Like right on the line. Our place is the old station, but it’s not a station anymore. We rent it from the railway people.


There are old stations and new stations. The new ones are huge. Premium stations, they’re called. They have big carparks, and a pedestrian bridge to all the platforms. They have wide smooth concrete steps, and lifts with glass doors. There are security cameras, lots of them. Sometimes when you move, the camera moves too, like it’s a face, watching you. It’s a sensor. There are new, bright computer screens that tell you when the next train is coming, and what stations it will stop at. Not like the old round clocks at Flinders Street. And ads, on clear screens. They morph silently from one ad to the next. Sometimes there are police at the new station, standing around at their own little office.


We’re the only family who lives in an old house around here. Every other house is new. Not long ago our suburb used to be the country, which is why we have the old station. The train doesn’t stop there anymore; it goes straight on through to the new one. We’re on the siding.


We can’t do anything to update our house because we don’t own it. We’re not even allowed to paint it. Or put a nail in the wall to hang a picture. When they built the premium station, the council said they’d move the old one and it could be a café and a wellbeing centre for the new suburb, but that hasn’t happened yet. As Pete would say, it’s on the cards. That means it’s likely to happen. Still, we can keep living here for now. Mum wishes we could replace the old iron roof of the verandah or put in a proper veggie garden. Or repair the fireplaces so we can use more than one in winter.


I climb the steps to our wide verandah that used to be the station platform.


The back door is open; guitar music’s playing. Americana, it’s called.


Pete is walking down the middle of the hallway. His top half sways like he’s a cowboy in a western.


He’s on his phone.


‘Corgi batmobile nineteen sixty-six,’ he says. ‘Dinky cars. That’s what I’m chasing.’









CHAPTER 6


The next day, Monday, is the interschool swimming carnival. Some of the Year Seven classes get to go. Connie and Mish are both competing in the school team. Connie’s in a relay, and Mish is a diver.


I’m actually a terrible swimmer. I never did lessons, never learnt the breathing properly. I know that’s unusual for an Australian kid, but my mum never had any money for extras like that. Mish did diving at her old school and used to train properly. She doesn’t anymore because now that they’ve moved further out of the city, she wants to do pony club instead. She was supposed to do after-school training for the swimming carnival, but half the time she left the pool to hang out at the dam instead. Sometimes her parents ask Connie questions and she has to lie for Mish, which really stresses Connie out.


Mish seems to hate quite a lot of things and people. She hates her dad; she hates dive training; she hates half the girls at her old school. But one thing Mish loves is horses. I’ve never heard her say anything about hating them, only loving them. Connie told me that Mish’s parents said when they moved and got more land, she could have her own horse. Now they’ve got the land, and she’s started pony club, but no horse yet.


It’s an indoor pool, but it’s old. That’s another thing the council is supposed to be building for this area. A leisure centre, with a gym and brand-new pool. It’s on the billboards but it’s not built yet. So we go in the bus to this one.


Inside it feels close and damp. Everyone cheers for their school. There are six schools. Our school, Northbridge High, usually comes fourth. Summerhill West SC usually comes first. I’m sitting with Connie, and our friends we’ve had since primary school, Max, Penny and Asha. We cheer and shout and all the sounds bounce back at us through the thick swimming-pool air.


I see someone walk past outside the big windows. He stops at the door. I think it’s the man from the statue. The dyed blond hair, the black eyebrows.


I nudge Connie. ‘Look.’


We look around for Mish, but we can’t see her.


Connie has to go down to the marshal area because it’s time for the relays. The second hand of the clock on the wall is half-hypnotising me. It glides in one continuous motion, like it’s slowly stirring something, making it look as if time never stops. Clocks where the hands click across each second make me feel grounded. Those little seconds lock us in. This smooth, circling of the clock’s hands makes me feel as if there’s no past, present or future.


I stand up, still looking out for Mish. The big glass doors slide open, and I spot her walking out. The guy stands outside by the doors. They’re talking. Do they know each other from diving? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him at school, but then our school has two thousand kids and the Year Sevens are in a different part of the campus to the other year levels. He could be a coach. A diving coach or something? Of course I can’t hear what they’re saying, and they don’t know I’m watching. It’s like a silent movie, the clock hands gliding in slow motion, and me looking through a foggy lens of the swimming-pool windows.


Mish has her phone out. She better watch it; it might be confiscated.


Connie comes back from her relay. ‘Did you see?’ she says, still puffing and dripping and smiling, cap and goggles in her hands. ‘We came second!’


‘That was great, Connie!’ I say, although I didn’t see any of the race.


‘Where’s Mish? Did she watch?’


I point to the doors.


Mish is coming back in. She goes over to the diving area to prepare for her events.


I don’t know where the guy went.









CHAPTER 7


Connie doesn’t love going to Mish’s place, even though she says it’s like a palace, with a tennis court and proper basketball ring, a swimming pool, a games room, and a home cinema and gym in the basement. Connie always comes to mine.


On Saturday after I’ve played netball and she’s finished pony club, we sit in our favourite spot – out on the verandah in the sun, on the swing chair set that Pete got on Facebook Marketplace. Connie’s mum made us new cushion covers for it. There’s a long wooden bench for us to put our drinks on and an old vending machine at the end of the platform. It still works, and sometimes we plug it in and use it as an extra fridge. You can just take a can from it; you don’t have to pay. Like you’ve got something for nothing.


Neither Pete nor Mum like to buy anything new. That’s because Mum is in the de-growth movement. She hardly uses her phone. They’re not saving to buy a house or to send me to a private school. They’re just growing veggies, trading toys, working in the organic café and living. Even our home is part of Mum’s philosophy of making use of an empty building, like the station, rather than living in a new house. Mum practises ‘non-striving’. I think Pete’s striving a bit because he gets excited when he makes good money on a sale.


All afternoon, trains come and go on the far platform that runs into the new station.


‘You’re lucky,’ says Connie, ‘you could go anywhere.’ Connie’s parents are quite strict, but not like Mish’s.


‘Not really,’ I say. I point to the barrier at the end of our verandah, where the platform’s closed off so that trains can’t use this siding anymore.


Connie looks up at the round sign with the diagonal red line through it. ‘Remember in lockdown when we couldn’t do anything? I only saw Mish twice the whole time.’ Connie pushes back with her toes, and the swing rocks us. ‘Then when we were all allowed out again, I got a shock because Mish was super skinny, her hair was different and she’d started wearing make-up. Her clothes were different, too. She listened to different music. And she had two more piercings.’


‘Are Mish’s parents okay with her piercings?’ I’d noticed that Mish has three in each ear.


‘Yeah, but now she wants a subdermal tattoo.’


‘What’s that?’ I ask.


‘Underneath the skin. I’ll show you.’ Connie picks up her phone. ‘You can get a heart, on the back of your hand, see?’ She scrolls through more pictures. ‘You can get all sorts of things – starfish, bracelets. I’ve got these on my phone because if it’s on Mish’s, then her dad will see she’s been searching tattoos.’ She tilts the phone to me. ‘They look weird, don’t they.’


‘It’s like they’re hiding under your skin.’


‘Yeah, you can only see them if you hold your arm a certain way.’ Connie moves her own arm one way then the other, catching the light. Her skin is smooth. She has no freckles.


‘But skin’s so thin,’ I say, thinking of the times I’ve forgotten to put on sunscreen and peeled.


‘Not really,’ says Connie. ‘There are layers of it. It’s thick.’ Then, ‘Omigod,’ she whispers suddenly, ‘imagine Uncle Mark if Mish got one!’ Connie clamps her hand to her mouth as if she’s actually just told Mish’s parents herself.


‘You can’t get tattoos until you’re eighteen,’ I say.


‘Mish says she’s going to get one anyway. She says she knows someone who can do it for her. She has to do the drawing first. She’s going to get a unicorn. One that looks like a real horse, a wild horse.’


Connie pushes off again. The old metal frame squeaks as it swings us forward and back. I hear Pete’s music playing inside. His favourite singer is an American guy called John Prine. He’s dead now. He died of Covid. Or with Covid, however people say it.


‘Would you ever want a tattoo?’ Connie asks me.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Pete has a few, and he wishes already that he didn’t get some of them.’


‘I think you can have them removed.’


I can hear Pete now, on his phone in the office. The window is open to the verandah. He always speaks loudly into the phone; I don’t know why. ‘Meccano?’ he says. ‘Pre World War Two?’


‘I’m hungry,’ I say. ‘Want some popcorn?’


We go inside. Our house smells of dust and metal and old paper. Mum’s always burning incense and running her humidifier, but I don’t mind the old station smell. Not like the premium station up the road. It doesn’t have a smell at all. It’s clean, like a brand-new house.
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