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For Mum and Dad,
and the place I grew up


The author acknowledges the Traditional Owners and Custodians of the lands, waters and skies where this story is set, and pays her respects to Elders past, present and emerging. She supports the Uluru Statement from the Heart and recognises that sovereignty has never been ceded and this always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.












The highway is long and flat and arrow-straight, running into the setting sun, and that is how he gets into difficulty. That, and his too-frequent glances between the rearview mirror and the holdall on the passenger seat. A ghost-limbed tree out of blackened scrub, half a painted truck tyre, and a steer, outlined in gold, standing across the centre white line. These things appear suddenly, as static objects, as if he has blinked too long and leapfrogged a section of road.


He brakes, swerves, slews from this lane across into the other.


A lucky escape, to be told loud and with relief to strangers at the pub, the steer moving only its eyes as he passes. Had it not been for the other car.


Later, in the immediate aftermath of the accident and throughout the years that unfold from it, he continues to think of the treasure as his. The risk is worthwhile. This not entirely honest bounty is the making of him as a man.


Here is a country that is there for the taking, after all.
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Charlie


Dickhead Daryl


It’s past eight at night when I get near to home, full dark except for a half-arsed moon. My feet hurt from walking and there’s a strong euc smell coming off the trees like summer’s already here. I take the cut through Shenton Bushland and Karrakatta Cemetery in case he’s out in the ute and come after me.


Course he’s come after me. Dickhead. Haven’t seen him, but.


The track through the cemo is dead straight, dead flat, bare dirt around the graves and gumnuts everywhere, rows of headstones like white teeth. Creepy as fuck. I’ve got my headphones round my neck, music off – I’m not stupid, Geena – my thongs going scrape, slap, scrape, slap on warm bitumen and a bunch of noisy parrots in the trees overhead. Daryl’s bit of gold in my hand and I feel the weight of it, how it fits exact in my fist when I close my fingers.


My phone vibrates in my shorts pocket. Geen, about her twentieth go at getting a hold of me tonight. This time I look behind to check no one’s there, slide the gold into my pocket and pick up. ‘I’m not giving it back, so you can get fucked.’


I can see her face, imagine it, trying to smile and keep her shit together. I talk quiet but she talks loud back.


‘Howdy, Sis! How’s it going with ya?’ she says. ‘Where are you?’


‘Shh, keep it down, can’t ya? As if I’m gunna tell you that. Dickhead there with you, is he? Given up ’cause he can’t find me?’


‘No.’


‘Got me on speaker so he can listen in?’


‘No, I do not. He’s not back yet.’


I rub my neck and check behind again, but there’s nothing there, no headlights. Dunno if the gates are shut at the far end and I pick up the pace. I’d hear the ute’s engine growl, anyhow.


‘You could bring it back while he’s still out?’ she says.


‘No way.’


‘Chrissakes, Charlie. It’s not yours.’


‘Fucksakes, Geen! You’re not Mum.’


‘And you’re not twelve years old no more!’


I roll my eyes at the screen. What does it matter to her, that I took it off him? I only did it to piss him off. My thumb’s ready to end the call when she says sorry for yelling.


‘Come back here, okay?’ she says, softer. ‘Get the bus and bring that gold bar back. I’ll tell him you didn’t mean to take it.’


‘I did mean to take it. Shoulda been more careful with it, shouldn’t he? Got no cash for the bus, anyhow.’


‘Shit.’ She takes a drag of her smoke. She thinks I can’t tell over the phone when she’s smoking but I can. ‘Payday tomorrow, okay?’ she says. ‘I can get some dollars to you, for food and stuff.’


I keep walking, cross another path. The birds follow me, dropping euc flowers and gumnuts out the trees like a bunch of kids.


‘What’s going on, Geen?’


‘I’m trying to get you to bring Daryl’s—’


‘No, I mean, whatcha doing at his place all the time? When are you coming home?’


Another drag of her smoke. ‘Soon.’


Takes her too long to say it and my fingers tighten around the phone. I kick at a gumnut and stub my bare toe on the ground. She’s been staying over at Daryl’s all week, ever since the thing with school.


I stop at the main gates, shut and locked up. I hang back and stick in the shadows. A pool of yellow streetlight out on the footpath and some traffic noise off Thomas Street. No green ute waiting for me out on Smyth Road. He could be anywhere, but.


‘I’ve gotta go, Geen.’


‘Where are you?’ she says. ‘Is that cockatoos?’


‘Karrakatta. I’m almost—’


‘The cemetery? How many times have I told you not to—’


‘Keep yer head on. I’m nearly home, aren’t I?’


A car goes past on the street but it’s not him.


‘Just be careful, okay?’ She takes another drag and her voice goes quiet. ‘You haven’t shown that bar to anyone, have you? Because—’


‘Course not.’


‘You can’t try and sell it or anything.’


‘’Cause Dickhead Daryl stole it, ya mean? I’m not stupid. How’d he get a hold of it, anyhow? Did he take it from the shop?’


‘No! Hell, no. Nothing like that.’ I hear it in her voice, but. How big it is, whatever the thing is she’s not telling me.


I slide the gold out my pocket and it gleams in the light from the street. Long as my thumb and sits perfect in the palm of my hand. Like an icy-pole with no stick, except smaller. ‘You reckon it’s fake?’ I ask. I like the feel of it, heavier than a rock, flat smooth with some letters and numbers engraved on one side.


‘Fake?’ Soon as she says it, I know it’s not.


‘A scam,’ I say. ‘That’d be more like Daryl.’ Except now I’m only saying that. Now I know it’s real.


Either way, he’s not getting it back off me.


‘Do us a favour?’ Geen says. ‘Can you not wind Daryl up any more than you already have? He’s not some Year Eleven kid at school you can punch in the mouth.’


Yep, there it is. Every conversation since Monday.


‘Listen, Charlie. If Daryl comes around—’


‘If he comes around, I’m not gunna let him in. I’m gunna tell him where to stick his fat head.’


‘Just be careful, okay? And don’t show it to anyone. I’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll come around after work.’


She ends the call too quick and I stare at the busted screen of my phone before I ram it back in my pocket.


Fucksakes, what is it she’s not telling me? What if she doesn’t come home?


I climb out the cemo next to the main gate and cross the street in the shadows. No traffic, no green ute. I stick on the back streets until I get onto ours, click my music and pull my headphones back on. ‘Reckless’, one of Mum’s favourites. It’s a shit song, but – too slow – so I skip to the next. ‘Say Goodbye’, Hunters and Collectors.


I get halfway along the street before I see the fat girl outside our place. Stood underneath a streetlight, bent over like she’s run a race, leaning on the top of the gate. She’s got messy black hair in a plait with half a bottlebrush in it, staring at the busted mailbox, the upside-down number seven. I yank my headphones off when I get up to her. ‘Who the fuck are you?’


She jerks upright and spins around. Not much older than me, eighteen tops. She’s got a swollen cheek on one side like someone’s smacked her in the face and she’s puffing from her run, her boobs like a bouncy castle. Her eyes slide up and down me, across the brown lawn I haven’t watered, to our front door. Place looks dead with no lights in the windows. ‘This … number … twenty-seven?’ she says.


‘What if it is?’ The big square villas either side are blazing out light like they’re trying to make our shit house disappear up its own backside. My face burns the same as when Sass came to pick me up that very first time. ‘There’s zero stuff in there to take, if you’re planning on robbing it.’


Her mouth opens and nothing comes out and she shuts it. She’s got these hooded eyes so I can’t see her, not properly. She’s not white, either – she’s Aboriginal, a bit or a lot I can’t tell. I wrap my hand around the smoothness of the gold, ram it deeper into my pocket, past my phone.


Don’t know her, do I? She could be anyone.


I check the street, both directions. No headlights. She keeps up her puffing, head down like she’s gunna spew.


The music out my headphones sounds tinny and piss-weak and I click it off. ‘Not being funny, but I gotta get inside. You asthmatic or some shit? Not gunna die on me, are ya?’


She shakes her head, frowns at my feet in my thongs. She’s no better – got no shoes, has she? Designer denim skirt, cream silky top and a new suede jacket, plus half the local bushland in her hair. Scratched up her feet, too – prickles, glass, rocks, the works. She straightens up again, taller than I thought she was. Hitches her bag up her shoulder. One of those messenger bags, suede to match her jacket. ‘You do live here?’ she says.


‘What do you care?’


She frowns like it’s a whole big effort. ‘Do I know you?’


‘No, mate. You don’t know me.’


What is she, a few brain cells short the full set? Doesn’t look it, but. There’s something about her, like a queen, someone flash. So, what’s she doing here? Why’s she got no shoes?


She limps a step and her eyes slide past me, searching for someone, up and down the street. My neck twitches and I rub the back of it. Take a look behind me. Nothing.


A siren cracks the dark along Railway Road and she jumps so high I do too. She spins her head and follows the sound, her eyes big and round. The siren dies and she stares at our mailbox again. ‘I think … I need to get inside somewhere.’


‘Not here, you don’t. Not being funny. Like I said—’


‘Seriously,’ she says. ‘I can’t stay out here.’ She puts a hand up to her head. There’s blood there, a smear like black paint. Another dark patch on the hem of her jacket. Fucksakes, I’m not babysitting a fat injured person.


‘You on the run or what?’ I say.


She blinks. ‘I can’t explain right now.’


I try to get around except she’s blocking the gate. I nod my head up the street. ‘Hospital’s up there. You know the way?’


‘No.’


‘Yeah you do,’ I say. ‘Thomas Street. You want me to call someone? I can call someone.’


Her eyes shoot open. ‘No! Like, I had an accident. In my car. I need to rest, that’s all.’ She pulls the twigs and shit out her hair and tries to smooth it down. ‘Not the hospital. I’m fine.’


There’s a Band-Aid on the side of her hand, blood soaking through that too. She’s not fine.


‘All I want is a couch. Is that so hard?’ She smiles like she’s making a real big effort, except it only half works. Talks flash, too, considering what she looks like. I don’t trust it.


‘What, crash at mine? Why can’t ya go home?’


‘Too far to walk.’ Her eyes skitter away like two bugs.


She’s lying, it’s written all over. Takes one to know one. ‘You need to move,’ I say. ‘I gotta get inside.’


She steps in front of me, looks at my feet again, over her shoulder at the house. ‘I can pay you.’


Like she knows I’ve got no cash. And she’d be right, ’cause I can’t do nothing with Daryl’s bit of gold, can I? Not right now. Plus I dunno if Geen’ll come tomorrow like she said she would. It takes me about two seconds to decide.


‘Orright,’ I say. ‘Forty bucks for the couch, one night.’


She stares at me hard, presses her lips together. I reckon she’ll haggle but she lifts the flap of her bag and rakes around. ‘Fine.’ She hands over two new twenties, stands back for me to get the gate open.


Shit. Should’ve asked her for more.


I push the twenties into my pocket next to my phone. Scrape open the gate and she follows me up the path to the front door.


I go to stick the key in the lock and I stop. ‘How’d ya cut your hand?’


‘I told you. I had a car accident.’


‘Where is it then?’


‘Sorry?’


‘The car you stacked?’ I nod past her at the street. ‘You’re meant to stay with it. Not leave the scene, yeah?’


She blinks in the light from next door. ‘I don’t remember. I might have hit my head.’


Fucksakes, I’m getting this knot in my stomach. ‘If you’re gunna be on my couch I reckon I’ve got the right.’


‘Right?’


‘To the full story.’


She presses her lips together.


‘I do,’ I say. ‘It’s my place and Geen’s, except she’s away. That’s my sister. Don’t wanna be axe-murdered in my bed, do I?’


She holds out a hand. ‘I’m too tired for axe-murdering, but if you want to give me that forty dollars back—’


Bitch.


‘Orright.’ I get the door open. I’m not gunna think about where she got the forty bucks, what kind of trouble she’s in. In the morning she’s gunna be gone.


She tells me her name’s Nao, says it like Nay-oh. Doesn’t mean shit, anyhow – it’s probably fake. I give her my real one, don’t even think. She follows me inside and down the passage to the back. I can smell burnt toast from this morning and it makes my stomach growl. ‘You can take the couch in the sleep-out,’ I say. ‘Not Geen’s room.’


Before we get across the kitchen the light in the sleep-out snaps on and I stop, my eyes out on stalks and my heart going hell for leather.


It’s Daryl, the big ugly bastard. ‘G’day, Charlize. You took your time. Been out on the town, have we, you thieving little cunt?’


He’s sat in Mum’s chair like he owns the place. The back door’s wide open and whanging the shit outta Geen’s wind-chimes, Freo sea breeze blasting through the flyscreen. ‘You’re breaking and entering, Daryl. You can get outta that chair, too.’


He doesn’t shift, course he doesn’t. He’s got BO and Bundaberg rum coming off him like kerosene, and the lamp-shade above him is swinging like it knows how mad he makes me, the light reflecting off the top of his shaved fat head. I feel it start in my fingertips, the massive epi tantrum I’m gunna chuck if he doesn’t get out.


It’s not as if I’m scared of the dickhead. I’m not. Geen pretends like she’s not scared of him when she is. ‘Where’s my sister?’ I say. ‘When’s she coming back home?’


‘She’ll be making my dinner, making herself fragrant.’ He stretches his thick neck like he’s been practising at the gym. ‘You want my opinion, she won’t be back here anytime soon. Where’s my piece of gold, Charlize?’


My fingers twitch towards my pocket but I stop them short. ‘It’s Charlie, you deadshit.’ A shift of air behind me. Nao, hanging back in the kitchen. She better stay outta this. ‘How’d you get in? Better not have busted that door.’ I cross the room and pull it shut, stop the wind-chime noise. The fridge in the kitchen clicks on and starts to rattle.


He opens one hand to show me the keys dangling there. Geen’s keys, the Surfers Paradise keyring I gave her. My hands ball into fists and I have to blink. Can’t believe she’s sent him round here.


He smiles. ‘All I want’s the gold and I’ll be out your way.’


‘Dunno what you’re on about.’


‘Don’t even try, Charlize.’


‘Get outta that chair! You know full well that was Mum’s.’


He waggles pink fingers. ‘You first.’


The gold burns in my pocket. Nao calls from the kitchen. ‘Where did you say the couch was? I can just—’


‘Hold on,’ I say to her. ‘I’m sorting it.’


Daryl clocks Nao through the doorway, propped against the kitchen bench like she’s gunna fall down. He checks her out like the perv that he is. ‘Who’s your mate?’


‘She’s not my mate,’ I say. ‘She needs somewhere to crash.’


He laughs. ‘Must be fucken desperate.’ He raises his voice to Nao. ‘Can’t trust this one as far as you can dropkick her. I’d get out while you can.’


It keeps building, running up my arms and into my shoulders – how bad I want to punch his lights out. ‘I’ll dropkick you if you don’t get out my house.’


‘I mean it, you little bitch. Where is it?’


‘Musta lost it.’


He stands up and I take two steps back. Across the kitchen, Nao straightens up.


‘Don’t shit me, Charlize,’ he says. ‘I hear you got expelled from school for fighting, Monday. Three strikes and you’re out. Shame.’


‘Shut it, Daryl.’


I slide my hand in my pocket, real casual. Get my fingers round the gold and push it past my phone, into the bottom corner where that hole’s been getting bigger. Push again and feel the drop as it slips into the lining of my shorts. He’s not getting it off me. He can piss off home.


‘No one likes a fighter,’ he says. ‘Not in a girl.’ He takes one step and another one, backing me into the kitchen. He’s head and thick neck taller, like the aggro makes him bigger. The Bundy fumes would flatten a camel. ‘I hear your best mate won’t talk to you, either. That you punched out her boyfriend. Like her a bit too much, is that it?’


‘Shut it!’ What’s Geen been saying to him? He doesn’t know shit. I try to count to ten but my eyes are pricking.


‘No wonder your sister’s left you—’


‘She’s not left me!’ I fly at him. It’s like hitting a Mack truck with BO.


He grabs the collar of my shirt and slams me into the fridge, the back of my head ringing. ‘Don’t try that shit with me, Charlize!’ The fridge magnets scatter and Geen’s keys go flying.


‘Ow, you dick! Watch my headphones.’


‘Give me the gold.’ His face red, his hand at my neck, twisting my shirt. His other hand groping me down one side.


Nao’s frozen, blinking behind him.


‘Daryl, you perv!’ I’ve got my left arm caught behind me and his hand at my neck is like a clamp. Can’t pull my right arm back for the punch. I kick his shin but it does fuck-all. I go for his face with my nails.


‘Bitch!’ He squeals and backhands me. I taste blood, but there’s a nice werewolf scratch down his cheek. He pins my right arm up to the fridge with a fat forearm, tightening his grip on my shirt. He digs in the pocket of my shorts with the other hand, pulls out Nao’s twenties. ‘What’s this? Where is it?’


I smile ’cause he won’t find it, but he’s twisting the shirt so I can’t get air. I’m on tiptoe, fighting for breath, the stuff on the fridge clanking like it’s gunna come down on us. ‘Sold it,’ I gasp.


‘Bulldust.’


Nao. ‘You’re choking her.’ Useless.


My feet leave the floor and my mouth opens. Can’t breathe. I grab the top of the fridge with the arm he’s got pinned there, kick up at his nuts and miss.


‘Put her down. Please.’ Nao grabs his arm. He shakes her off but his grip loosens. I get my left arm free, scrape at the neck of my shirt. Too tight.


‘I’ll put her down, all right.’


I grope the top of the fridge with my right hand. What’s up there? Wok, bread board, baking stuff. I hit something – smooth, a long handle.


Nao yanks on his T-shirt. ‘Stop! Look at her face.’


The T-shirt rips and she falls backwards. Daryl rolls his neck and keeps digging, the other pocket now – wrong again, except he won’t let go. This pressure in my head like there’s too much blood in it.


My lips go numb. Black spots start up in front my eyes and I can’t see Nao. My heart’s bashing away like a Melbourne Cup loser but I’m fucked if he’s gunna kill me. I get one hand round the thing on the fridge and then the other one. It’s stuck underneath something, won’t shift. I yank harder and it does, swinging out and down, too quick. Daryl rears backwards and his eyes go massive.


There’s a shit-awful crunch and we go down hard, a twist of arms and slippery sweat and Daryl’s big bastard legs. The black spots do ballet in my face until I get my fingers to my neck and pull the shirt away, and I choke and cough and try to get my breath until I can. The banging of blood in my head getting less and the gold digging my thigh where I’ve landed on it. ‘Fuck, Daryl,’ I say. ‘You fucking bastarding fuck.’


It’s only then I hear Nao. ‘Oh God. Oh Jesus. Oh God,’ over and over.


I lift a hand off the floor and get why. The slippery wet is hot dark red, pooling under Daryl and soaking the top of my shirt.


It’s not sweat.


‘You could have, like, tried to knock him out with something,’ Nao says. ‘Not chop his head in half.’


‘As if I meant to!’ I’m leant over the sink, coughing and retching, except there’s nothing coming out – only spit. My voice rough as guts and my throat aching. ‘Didn’t know what was up top of the fridge, did I? How about you? No use to anyone.’


She’s bent over in the doorway to the sleep-out, near his legs. I’m not gunna look.


‘Not … ’ I swallow. ‘Is he?’


‘I’d say so. Come and see.’


I shake my head. It hurts like a bastard. ‘No way.’ I stay at the sink and keep one hand around my throat. Shivering, the flanno shirt sticking to me, my blood slowing down, after—


Fuck. Daryl. Geen. Fuck. Don’t think about it. I go for the phone on the kitchen bench and punch in the numbers. ‘You have dialled emergency triple zero. Your call is being connected … ’


‘Recorded message,’ I say to Nao. ‘Triple zero, you’d think they’d—’


She’s across the room in two steps. Smashes the phone onto the floor and the case cracks open. ‘Are you crazy?’


‘I was talking on that!’


‘You just—’


‘Yeah and I didn’t mean to! And he might not be … He might need a hospital.’


‘Wait.’ She sticks a palm in my face. ‘There could still be someone—’ She picks up the front part of the phone and listens. ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘Dead.’


She looks at me and her eyes go big and she looks at Daryl. I do too and my mouth fills up with spit. It’s like Stephen King … Daryl on the floor with Geen’s meat cleaver rammed into the front part of his head. Dad gave her that cleaver.


‘Thought it was the wok,’ I say.


Did too, ’cause I was panicking. And that’s what I’ll tell the cops. But are they gunna—


There’s a choking sound from Nao and I look up. She’s got half a fist in her mouth like she’s trying not to laugh. Fucken fruitloop.


I rip the phone off her and get the back part of it off the floor and try to fit them together. ‘You’ve wrecked this. Geen’ll be spewing.’ I keep trying but it’s no good – a bit’s cracked off the side and my hands are shaking.


What’s she gunna say? He’s a dickhead but he’s still her boyfriend. ‘How can you tell if someone’s dead or not?’


‘You want to check?’


‘No! But what if he’s not?’


‘I’ll do it.’


I stay hunched over the phone while she does it.


She comes back. ‘He’s dead. No breathing, no pulse.’


If I didn’t know better, I’d reckon she was relieved. ‘For real?’


‘For real.’ She climbs onto a stool at the breakfast bar, her good hand wrapped around the cut one. Musta hurt it, bashing the phone out my hand like she did.


‘Still have to call the cops, but, don’t I?’


Nao doesn’t answer. She’s got her lips pressed together. I see Geen’s keys, on the floor by the oven. I imagine telling her, what it’s gunna mean for us, the heap of shit I’m in when it wasn’t even my fault.


Geen thought it was bad I got expelled from school this week. ‘Not thinking, Charlie!’ she said. But I am thinking, I’m thinking all this crap. I’m thinking about Mum and Dad, and everything going to shit, and what it’s like in jail when you’re only seventeen.


‘Why don’t ya want me to call?’ I say to Nao. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’
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Nao


Corellas


The feral white girl glares at me, her chin lifted and pointy. Charlize, he called her. Battler. I’m not a snob, but she is – the cut-off denim shorts, the once-white singlet under the checked flannel shirt, the bitten-down nails. She has a set of house keys in one bloody hand, the keys the bloke dropped in the fight.


There’s a rushing in my ears and the room smells of blood – coppery and too warm. I breathe through my mouth so I won’t throw up and curl my body forwards so the edge of her kitchen worktop presses in above the waistband of my skirt. I lean hard until it hurts. I don’t look at the bloke again, but I don’t need to; I’ll remember that object sticking out from his forehead for ever. It made a sound like someone chopping into a pumpkin.


‘Why don’t ya want me to?’ she says again. Her eyes are narrow slits, Indian Ocean blue in the light from the next room. Her voice is hoarse but persistent, her mouth open to show the gap between her two front teeth. She’s not going to let this go.


She’s not.


I keep my breathing steady and my face smooth and I look down at my throbbing feet, perched on the metal rung of the stool – the smears and streaks of drying blood. It dawns on me that I have tracked this through her house. We’ve gone way beyond forty-dollars-to-sleep-on-the-couch and I’m not sure how it has happened, at exactly what point I made the wrong choice. I can’t be a witness for her, can I? They’d ask questions. They’d want my address, want to call Mum and Warren and drive me back to the house. And then what?


I can’t think about my stepfather right now.


‘You don’t have a cigarette, do you?’ I say.


She looks up from the keys. ‘Course not. Smoking’s shit for ya.’


I could go out for a pack and not come back. That would be smart, in the circumstances, except how far would I get, the state I’m in? She’d call the police, anyway, like she wanted. She’d give them my description, point out the blood I’ve left on her floor. She might even blame the whole incident on me. I don’t know her, after all.


Plus there’s her address. The address Warren had on his phone. I don’t know yet if that was a mistake.


‘That emergency call you made,’ I say. ‘Was there … did someone answer it?’


‘Recorded message,’ she says. ‘Told ya.’ She’s shivering, her skinny neck marked and blotched where he choked her. The flannel shirt is wet through, the front part of it stuck to her and red. All that for a piece of gold – I hope it was a flaming big one. ‘Can’t leave him in the middle of the floor,’ she says.


‘No.’ I watch the dark window and listen out but there’s nothing – no sirens, no flashing lights. No one knows I’m here. Still, there could be a record of the call.


‘Who is he?’ I say. ‘I mean—’


‘Bastard. I’m not sorry.’ She shoots the bloke’s legs a look that would incinerate a small town. ‘Geen.’ She licks her bottom lip. ‘Geen’s—’


He must have a car. Must have got here in one. The keys will be in one of his pockets. ‘Your mum and dad,’ I say. ‘Are they likely to—?’


‘My mum’s dead. My dad don’t live ’ere.’


‘Oh. Okay. Well, I’m sorry.’


She sniffs and doesn’t answer. Both her hands are clamped around the keyring, a cheap plastic square. I can see she does it to stop her hands from shaking but it doesn’t work.


It’s delicate, this, like talking a jumper down from a roof. I’m not having her take me down too. ‘Look, it was self-defence. No doubt about it,’ I say. ‘But let’s think it through. That … chopper … what if the police don’t believe you?’


Her head snaps up. ‘Cleaver! I didn’t know that was up there.’


‘Oh, I’d back you on that, no question—’


‘Good, ’cause you haven’t told me shit. How’d ya cut yourself? Who ya running from? How’d ya get that blood on your jacket?’


A breath catches half-in and half-out and I want to pull my jacket around to take a look. A smudge from the cut on my hand, surely, but it might be more than that.


‘Need another Band-Aid on that cut,’ she says.


She’s right, the plaster is wet through like her shirt, the cut throbbing, boom, boom, like a drumbeat. All the while I feel her sharp eyes, a match for the pricking in my feet. How come she has so much to say about everything? Doesn’t she ever stop?


‘So, what we gunna do?’ She’s shivering harder. ‘What do I tell Geen?’


‘Nothing. I mean, obviously.’


‘Nothing? Don’t be thick.’


‘Do you want to tell her about this? Really, Charlize? You’re not thinking it through.’


‘My name’s Charlie! And I am thinking. She’s my sister.’


‘And how do you think she’s going to take it? You attacked her boyfriend—’


‘He went for me!’


‘You provoked him. Look at that chopper—’


‘You can’t pin this on me. It wasn’t even my fault!’ Her mouth stays open and she looks at the blood on her shirt like she’s seeing it for the first time. She opens her hands and stares at the keyring and drops it. It takes a moment for me to see she’s hyperventilating, her skinny ribs sucking in and out.


‘Hey.’ I get down off the stool and grab her shoulders. ‘You need to calm down. Okay?’


She shakes her head, hard. The breathing gets faster. The headphones she’s still got around her neck jerk up and down, her shoulders fluttering under my fingers.


Panic attacks – what do you do? I turn her, walk her between the dead feet and the fridge and into the hallway, away from him, away from the smell. ‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘We’ll figure it out. We’ll think it through.’ If anyone should be having a panic attack, it’s me, but I find a light switch, a brown tiled floor, the bathroom, and I sit her down on the closed lid of the toilet. There’s a paper bag full of cotton balls. I scatter them, put the bag to her face and she doesn’t fight me. She puffs the bag in and out, her face slick with sweat, the heaving of her chest slowing down.


‘That’s good,’ I say. ‘Breathe.’


It takes a while, and when it stops, she lowers the bag but keeps hold of it. She takes a slow breath, in and out, like a test. She looks down at her shirt and makes a face, but it doesn’t start her up again. She blinks at me. ‘Thanks.’


‘No problem. It’s fine.’


It’s way off fine.


I get up from the edge of the bath and I stagger a step because my bum’s numb from sitting there. I’ve left bloody smears on the cracked brown tiles and we both stare at them.


Accessory after the fact to an indictable offence. A definition from my second semester Criminal Law class, not to mention countless TV crime dramas. There’s a long moment of wavering, the possible courses of action lining up in front of the blood-smeared tiles before I blink them all away.


‘You know what we need to do, don’t you?’ I say. ‘If you don’t want your sister to find out?’


She clamps her jaw but she nods.


‘Find his car. Clean up. Dispose of the body,’ I say. ‘Pretend he was never here. That.’


Charlie is wiped out after the adrenaline dump of her panic attack, but she showers and changes into an almost identical set of clothes and goes to find the bloke’s car. This at least gets her out of the kitchen so she doesn’t start hyperventilating again.


My adrenaline from before is gone too and I am bone dead tired. I’ve washed my feet and smoothed my hair, pulled the prickles out of both and tried to tame my hair back into its braid. My feet aren’t too bad, only a couple of cuts doing most of the bleeding, but I’m sure to have a black eye by tomorrow and every inch of me feels off, like it will never go back to the way it was.


I haul cleaning stuff out from under Charlie’s sink – yellow washing up gloves, three different surface sprays, a mountain of Chux. I pull on the gloves, the edge catching my cut hand so I wince, and I fill a bucket with hot water and bleach. It’s what they use in films, but does it work?


Charlie’s given me clean Band-Aids for my feet and my hand. I’ve put two on the side of my hand but the cut won’t stop bleeding. I trail up the hallway and into the bathroom, cleaning up the smudges I left there – my DNA alongside hers. I go over and over the same few tiles, trying to remove every trace when there’s no way I can, putting off the job that’s waiting in the back room.


When I can’t stall any longer, I lug the bucket in there. The bloke is a slab of colour at the edges of my vision and a sweet clammy smell. His legs are in the kitchen, his upper body in the doorway. The room beyond is empty apart from a frayed cane armchair and a matching couch against one wall. I look everywhere except directly at him. A yellow rug under his top half has taken up most of the blood.


Charlize. The kind of person you least want to run into on a night like the one I’m having and wammo! I have. An undernourished kid who kills a man twice her size. Bruised knuckles from the fight he said she’d had at school, and that hair – like she’s plugged those headphones into the mains. Or her fingers. It would be one finger, though, wouldn’t it? One finger up at anyone and everything.


I didn’t run into her, either, did I? Warren had her address, although I’m starting to think he was wrong about it. I can’t see this girl stealing Warren’s safe; she’s way too chaotic for that.


At least she’s stopped with the questions. My car is in the driveway at home, crumpled against the gatepost. For all I know the front door is still open, the lights of the house blazing full. How soon before someone … ?


Bile presses upwards and I slop water out of the bucket onto the floor. I kneel next to it and swallow hard. Panicking is a non-starter. Can’t have the two of us doing it.


I’ll do the things we agreed, one thing and then the next.


The worst is the cleaver, and I do that first. I find a white towel under the sink and put it down to catch the blood, turn my head away and grab the handle. I don’t know which way to pull. I think it’ll be stuck deep in the bone between his eyes but it falls away with no effort, just a sucking sound like the ocean, followed by an extra heave of nausea.


I can’t believe I laughed. I didn’t, not really. It was what she said about the wok. It was the shock of it.


There are bloody bits of something stuck to the blade. I close my eyes and wipe them on his shirt, take the cleaver and wash and scrub and rinse it in the sink until it gleams. I put it back on top of the fridge although we haven’t discussed this, and the fridge clicks off as I do which makes me jump. I wrap the bloke’s head in the white towel but the blood comes straight through it, the same as the Band-Aid on my hand.


There are moments I think I’m dreaming. That I’m going to wake up on my bed and it will still be afternoon, the square of sun on my back and the only bad thing the last question I was sure I’d stuffed up on Friday’s exam. But my face gets tight when I think about these things, and what’s underneath the tightness is worse.


Because whatever Charlie might think about what’s happened here tonight, whatever the story with her parents or her fears about her sister, she has not ripped the guts out of her life as spectacularly as I have mine.


I roll the body inside the rug and mop the blood from the old floorboards. It’s hopeless, down between the cracks and I picture it creeping along under the floor, but I do what I can and then switch off the light. This is not a forensic clean up. This is: there’s a body on the floor and in the morning the neighbours will see it through the windows. Perhaps they already have; there are no curtains, and watery moonlight spills through the louvres on three sides. But the backyards on either side are Sunday-evening quiet and dark.


The bloke weighs a ton and I don’t know how we’re going to lift him.


Charlie takes too long. I put the cleaning cloths I’ve used into the wash along with her clothes and another load of bleach. The washing machine fills, washes, rinses and spins as the worry climbs inside me. The clock on the oven says 11:18 p.m. She said she’d find something to wrap the body, so where is she? I start to imagine she’s changed her mind, that she’s panicked again. She’s cracked and called the police or the sister. She’s done a runner. I shouldn’t have let her go. I listen for sirens, ready to bolt, but I won’t get far without the car.


I need that car.


The bloke’s keys are in the back pocket of his jeans, wedged down behind his phone. The phone is sticking out but I have trouble pulling it the whole way. The screen is shattered in one corner and there are five missed calls and three voicemails – the last one twenty minutes ago. Two different callers – Geena K and Lee A.


The sister, then, and someone else. God, he said Geena was back at his place, didn’t he? Cooking dinner. How long before she looks for him here?


Do I turn the phone off? No, I push it back. I think of mine and feel the shape of it, tight against my leg in the pocket of my skirt. I want to pull it out to check the screen and at the same time I don’t, and then I realise.


Holy crap, I can’t keep my phone. I have to get rid of it.


The back door opens and I jump away from the bloke, heart pounding. For a second it could be anyone – police, neighbours, the sister – but it’s her.


‘What took you so long?’ I hear the wobble in my voice.


Charlie throws a look at the body and keeps her distance. She’s pale in the moonlight, the freckles on her nose standing out like someone has dotted them with a pen. Scared. I was right to worry. But she tells me the bloke’s car is in the back lane behind the houses. She’s carrying a tangle of rope and a blue tarpaulin, streaked with red dirt. ‘Had to scout a few sheds. This orright?’ She unfolds the tarpaulin like a map, too big for the tiny space.


‘Fine,’ I say.


We wait until two a.m. before setting out in the bloke’s car. I drive, although Charlie kicked off about this, reminding me I crashed my car and am a liability. I didn’t argue – she needs to keep thinking that – but I wasn’t going to let her drive. Apparently, she’s seventeen and has her licence but she’s so small I find this hard to believe. She’s a liability herself. She’s been jumpy since the panic attack and in the enclosed space of the car her skin has a hot smell, as if she’s lit a match and blown it out.


She directs me out of the lane and the first few streets. ‘Left here. Right at the end. Go straight.’ Apart from this we don’t talk.


The car is a metallic-green Holden dual cab ute with leather seats, not new but insanely clean. A laminated photo of a girl hangs from the rearview mirror – Lana Del Rey hair and dramatic eyes, the same freckles and gap between her teeth as Charlie – and behind it a pale-yellow Magic Tree that smells of lemons. There’s a set of weights and what looks like a gym bag on the floor in the back, both of which alarmingly remind me of Warren. I’m trying not to think about this when I brake too hard coming up to Railway Road.


‘Watch it!’ Charlie says. ‘Got whiplash off Daryl, don’t want it twice.’


‘I don’t think you can get it twice.’


‘How would you know?’


I don’t answer, I just take the corner slowly into Railway Road. There’s no traffic, no one out on the street at all and very few lights in windows; the inhabitants of suburbia safely inside their homes. The rumble of the ute’s engine is conspicuously loud, the blood rushing in my head still there but softer. I think about when it will stop, when everything will be done and over and go back to normal.


If.


The bloke, Daryl, is in the tray of his ute behind us and looks exactly like what he is – a dead body wrapped in a tarp criss-crossed with rope. He is solid muscle, going to fat, and inching him down Charlie’s backyard to the dark lane and up into the tray, the constant dread of a shout from next door or the sudden glare of a security light, is something I never want to think about again.


My hands sweat and I can’t stop looking in the rearview mirror. What do I think, that he’s going to climb back out?


So far, we’ve agreed on one thing: the body is going in the ocean, down at Woodman Point, weighed down with a sack of gravel Charlie found in a neighbour’s shed. All I need to do before we get there is get rid of my phone, and I know exactly the place. I asked Charlie about hers once we’d got him in the tray and the two of us were huffing and sweating, leant up against the side of the car. She looked cagey and told me she doesn’t need one. Most likely this was a lie, and she can’t afford one.


It’s not the same for her, anyway. It doesn’t matter so much. She’s going home, back to her life and her sister. She doesn’t have to know I’m throwing my phone. She’ll only want to know why. I can pretend I’m carsick and I need to get out at the lake.


After that, we dump the body, I drop her back at her place and we are done. I’ve told her I’ll abandon the ute somewhere south of the river before I go home, but the fuel gauge tells me I have practically a full tank of petrol, far enough for a start. I won’t be going home.


My hands tighten on the wheel as I turn under the railway. Charlie’s head jerks up, she doesn’t miss a trick. ‘Where ya going? We said Woodman’s.’


‘I’m heading for the highway.’


‘No, yer not.’


‘West Coast.’


She sniffs. ‘Fucken long way around.’ Her face is pinched in the light from the dash, her eyes raking the display. She’s scratching the back of one hand; I can hear the sand-papery sound above the engine. ‘Just get us there. Don’t speed, but. Don’t get us pulled over.’


‘Keep calm and I won’t.’ I make another turn, no traffic. I drop my hand from the wheel to the shape of my phone against my leg. There’s a no-through-road to the lake and I take it, down towards the car park. ‘I need to stop,’ I say.


Charlie grabs the door handle as I swerve around a pothole. ‘What? Not got the time.’


‘I’m going to throw up.’


‘Fuck, pull over,’ she says. ‘Here!’


‘Not yet. You need to keep calm.’


‘I am fucken calm!’


I jerk on the handbrake at the end of the track. There are no other cars in the car park. I spill out of the car towards the water, into the trees, head down. I make like I’m retching, make the right sounds.


‘Don’t be too long!’ Charlie yells.


The lake is a dense wash of dark with no lights. A circle of dead trees spears out of the water, black against black. There are layers of frog sounds, the smell of tea tree over the stink of mud, and the wet sand sucks at my feet. Something invisible flaps across in front of me and lifts the hairs on my arms – a crow or a black cockatoo.


I shiver and pull my phone out of my pocket, but I forget not to look and the screen is crammed with messages.


The ground lurches under me – Mum. Someone has called Mum in Bali. But I read the first two messages and see it’s not that. The Sunday session last-exam drinks – Jessica, Ertan and Mel, wondering why I didn’t show. Commiserating, debriefing, celebrating even when you think you’ve screwed up.


My throat clogs and I want to call each one of them back.


I throw the phone and it spins end on end until I hear the splash. I’m close enough to home to have lost it here, for it not to seem strange if someone checks.


I wipe my eyes and I’m wiping my mouth as I come out of the scrub near the car. I see Charlie and get a flapping rush of panic. ‘What are you doing?’


‘What d’ya reckon?’


The back of the ute is down, the interior light spilling out of the rear window. She’s backed it up to the water on a short square of jetty and got the body half out. ‘No.’ I rush and grab the end she’s pulling and try to push it back. ‘We had a plan.’


‘So? I changed it. He can go in the lake – we’re here orright? We’ll weigh it down like we said.’


‘No. You can’t do that.’ I lift and push but she’s stronger. How can she be stronger? ‘We have to get him back in, stick to the plan. The lake’s too small.’ There’s not enough jetty between me and the water. The body shifts, awkward and heavy, and the head part lolls off the end of the ute as I let it go.


She climbs up into the tray. ‘You got eyes in yer head? See how dark it is. We can do it here.’


I look at the trees against the sky, the outline of stars. ‘It’s dark everywhere.’


‘Not down the beach! There’ll be lights. And fishing. They’ll be fishing down at Woodman’s, we shoulda thought of that.’ She drags the other end of the body around and then the bag of gravel, scraping against the metal tray.


‘Not in the middle of the night.’


‘Yes, tomorrow morning! Monday. You don’t know everything. Why d’ya think ya do?’


I lean against the end of the ute and press the heels of my hands into my eyes. When I pull them away she’s still there. ‘Why couldn’t you have waited for me? It’s not far to the beach. Even the river is better.’


‘No, it’s not,’ Charlie says. ‘You don’t know every fucken thing. People out in boats, fishing, surfing, fucken surf lifesaving. Here there’s gunna be no one – a coupla dog walkers, if that.’ She gets the bag of gravel to the edge of the ute.


I think of my phone, all those messages, a few metres away. I can’t tell her this. I can’t tell her what happened at home. The whole thing will unravel. ‘We can’t put him in there,’ I say. ‘I’ve just thrown up in the water. My DNA is in there.’


She plants her fists on her hips. ‘I don’t care if your whole fucken dinner is in there. Both our fingerprints are all over this tarp in case you hadn’t noticed. Now either fucken help me or get out the way.’ She puts a foot on top of the bag of gravel.


‘No, I will not do either of those things.’ I brace myself against the gravel, glance behind at the water. ‘Do you have to, like, say eff every second sentence? Can’t you think of anything else?’


She goes quiet and there’s a moment I think we’re in for a fight. I should probably be scared of her. Why aren’t I scared of her? But she barks a laugh. ‘Can’t ya say fuck? Too posh?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ My face hot.


‘Stand back.’ She shoves with her foot and the bag of gravel lurches and I can’t stop it.


‘Charlie, no! My phone.’ I scramble to the side. ‘My bloody phone is in there.’


She stares at me, too late. I wince as the bag hits the jetty, the body dragging after it. She’s tied the two things together.


Crunch, jerk, slither. The rope looping and tightening, and all of it gone off the edge. Two splashes. A sickening silence.


A flock of corellas wheels out of the dark.


Charlie sulks in the car on the way back, curled up on the passenger seat like a shelter puppy. Which is flaming unfair when she’s the one who got her own way.


She lifts her head as we pass under a streetlight. ‘Coulda told me you’d chucked your phone in there. Whatcha do it for, anyhow?’


I look sideways at her, the checked shirt and denim shorts. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ She shrugs and tucks her head back into her shoulder.


I am trying very bloody hard not to think about it – the smell of the lake and the circle of dead trees, the corellas like ghost birds. How the frog sounds stopped and the body floated before the bag of gravel pulled it all the way under.


My phone in the lake practically alongside a dead body.


I take us back the same way; quiet dark streets, the occasional car. Charlie is right about our fingerprints on the tarp. I should have kept the gloves on, after cleaning up the blood. We haven’t thought about CCTV. We haven’t thought of everything. I am very aware of this.


These things go with the rest, pushed down and under while I keep both hands on the wheel and watch the road ahead.


None of it matters as long as no one finds him.


When we get close, I say, ‘You’ll have to direct me.’ Charlie’s eyes spring open and she yawns. I feel how tired I am too. ‘The last few streets. I can’t remember.’


She does, and as I turn the last corner I realise this is it: we won’t see each other again. I wonder if she’s thinking the same.


Probably not.


‘Here,’ she says.


I pull in two cars past on the opposite side of the street.


She stretches. ‘Be okay with the ute?’


‘Of course. I’ll wipe it down like we said.’ And I will, but not yet. I check the petrol – still almost a full tank – and straighten my back. ‘Listen, I’m sorry if I lost it a bit, back there. I had a fight with someone, earlier tonight.’


She looks at the cut on my hand, up at my face. ‘Bastard. He hit ya?’


My breath snags. If only.


‘That how come you didn’t stay with the car?’ she says.


‘Car?’


‘After you stacked it?’


‘Oh. Yes, exactly.’


‘Bastard,’ she says again. ‘Dickhead Daryl hit Geen. Four times, maybe more. Needed stitches, once. She lied about it but he did.’


I tighten my lips and nod. ‘Well, he won’t do it again. Remember what to tell her?’


‘That I never seen him.’


‘Good.’ I haven’t told her about the missed calls on his phone. It doesn’t matter now, it’s at the bottom of the lake. ‘And we’ve never met.’


‘Okay.’ She unclicks her seatbelt and puts a hand to the door but she stops. ‘What the fuck?’ Her eyes are on her front gate. Her hand finds my sleeve and grips it.


A man in a dark hooded jacket peels himself from the shadows next to Charlie’s front door. He strides down the path towards the low gate, slow at first and then faster. ‘Who’s that?’


‘Dunno,’ she says.


He vaults the fence next to her gate. Dark jeans and white sneakers. Head up, looking our way.


‘You don’t know him? Are you sure?’ I’m whispering, the rushing in my ears louder than it’s been all night.


‘No, I do not.’ Her grip tightens.


‘Is he looking for Daryl?’ I’m trying to make sense of it. If he saw us, after all, through the windows, or struggling with the body. If despite all our efforts, here it is, the end of the line.


But where are the police?


‘Charlie, that hurts.’ She lets go and refastens her seatbelt.


He steps between two cars into the street. ‘Do you think he’s seen us?’ I say. She punches me hard in the arm. ‘Ow!’


‘Course he’s seen us,’ she says. ‘He’s headed straight for us. Drive!’


‘What if he—’


‘Go!’


I jerk the handbrake off, shoot out of the space too fast and stop. The angle’s all wrong and he’s still coming. I reverse back, fumble the lever into drive. Charlie yells, ‘Fucksakes, go!’ He gets an outstretched hand on the back corner of the ute as I wrench the wheel and floor it.


He rocks to a stop as our tyres squeal away.


‘I don’t know which way to go,’ I say. ‘I don’t know what to—’


‘Anywhere! Drive.’ She’s glued to the rearview mirror. ‘Shit, he’s going back for his car.’
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