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For women who doubt the worth and 
power of their story.


For my mother, who gave everything to 
bring me flowers.


And this book is for Sam, 
without whom my lifelong dream would 
remain unwritten.
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There has fallen a splendid tear


From the passion-flower at the gate.


She is coming, my dove, my dear;


She is coming, my life, my fate;


The red rose cries, ‘She is near, she is near;’


And the white rose weeps, ‘She is late;’


The larkspur listens, ‘I hear, I hear;’


And the lily whispers, ‘I wait.’


Alfred, Lord Tennyson
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Black fire orchid
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Meaning: Desire to possess


Pyrorchis nigricans | Western Australia




Needs fire to flower. Sprouts from bulbs that may have lain dormant. Deep crimson streaks on pale flesh. Turns black after flowering, as if charred.





In the weatherboard house at the end of the lane, nine-year-old Alice Hart sat at her desk by the window and dreamed of ways to set her father on fire.




In front of her, on the eucalyptus desk her father built, a library book lay open. It was filled with stories collected from around the world about the myths of fire. Although a northeasterly blew in from the Pacific, full of brine, Alice could smell smoke, earth and burning feathers. She read, whispering aloud:




The phoenix bird is immersed into fire, to be consumed by the flames, to burn to ashes and rise renewed, remade, reformed – the same, but altogether different.





Alice hovered a fingertip over an illustration of the phoenix rising: its silver-white feathers glowing, its wings outstretched, and its head thrown back to crow. She snatched her hand away, as though the licks of golden, red-orange flames might singe her skin. The smell of seaweed came through her window in a fresh gust; the chimes in her mother’s garden warned of the strengthening wind.


Leaning over her desk, Alice closed the window to just a crack. She pushed the book aside, eyeing the illustration as she reached for the plate of toast she’d made hours ago. Biting into a buttered triangle, she chewed the cold toast slowly. What might it be like, if her father was consumed by fire? All his monsters burned to ash, leaving the best of him to rise, renewed by flames, remade into the man he sometimes was: the man who made her a desk so she could write stories.


Alice shut her eyes, imagining for a moment that the nearby sea she could hear crashing through her window was an ocean of roaring fire. Could she push her father into it, so he was consumed like the phoenix in her book? What if he emerged, shaking his head as if woken from a bad dream, and opened his arms to her? G’day Bunny, he might say. Or maybe he would just whistle, hands in his pockets and a smile in his eyes. Maybe Alice would never again see his blue eyes turn black with rage, or watch the colour drain from his face, spittle gathering in the corners of his mouth, a foam as white as his pallor. She could focus solely on reading what direction the wind was blowing, or choosing her library books, or writing at her desk. Remade by fire, Alice’s father’s touch on her mother’s pregnant body would always be soft; his hands on Alice always gentle and nurturing. Most of all, he would cradle the baby when it came, and Alice wouldn’t lie awake wondering how to protect her family.


She shut the book. Its heavy thud reverberated through the wooden desk, which ran the length of her bedroom wall. Her desk faced two large windows that swung open over the garden of maidenhair ferns, staghorns and butterfly-leaf plants her mother tended until nausea got the better of her. Just that morning she had been in the process of potting kangaroo paw seedlings when she doubled over, hacking into the ferns. Alice was at her desk, reading; at the sound of her mother’s retching, she scrambled through the window, landing on the fern beds. Unsure of what else to do, she held her mother’s hand tightly.


‘I’m all right,’ her mother coughed, squeezing Alice’s hand before letting go. ‘It’s just morning sickness, Bun, don’t worry.’ As she leant her head back to get some air, her pale hair fell away from her face and revealed a new bruise, purple like the sea at dawn, surrounding a split in the tender skin behind her ear. Alice couldn’t look away quickly enough.


‘Oh, Bun,’ her mother fretted as she hauled herself to her feet. ‘I wasn’t watching what I was doing in the kitchen and took a tumble. The baby makes me so dizzy.’ She placed one hand on her stomach and picked crumbs of dirt off her dress with the other. Alice stared at the young ferns that had been crushed under her mother’s weight.


Her parents left soon afterwards. Alice stood at the front door until the plume of dust behind her father’s truck vanished into the blue morning. They were making the trip to the city for another baby check-up; the truck only had two seats. Be good, darling, her mother implored as she brushed Alice’s cheek with her lips. She smelled like jasmine, and fear.


Alice picked up another triangle of cold toast and held it between her teeth as she reached into her library bag. She’d promised her mother she would study for her Grade Four exam, but so far the dummy test the correspondence school had sent in the post sat unopened on her desk. As she pulled a book out of her library bag and read its title, her jaw slackened. Her exam was completely forgotten.


In the low light of the approaching storm the embossed cover of A Beginner’s Guide to Fire was an illuminated, almost-living thing. Wildfire shimmered in metallic flames. Something dangerous and thrilling rippled through Alice’s belly. The palms of her hands were clammy. She had just touched her fingers to the corner of the cover when, as if conjured by her jittery nerves, the tags of Toby’s collar tinkled behind her. He nudged her leg, leaving a wet smudge on her skin. Relieved by the interruption, Alice smiled as Toby sat politely. She held her toast out to him and he gingerly took it between his teeth before stepping back to wolf it down. Dog drool dripped on her feet.


‘Yuck, Tobes,’ Alice said, ruffling his ears. She held up her thumb and wagged it from side to side. Toby’s tail swept back and forth across the floor in response. He lifted a paw and rested it on her leg. Toby had been a gift from her father, and was her closest companion. When he was small he had nipped her father’s feet under the table one too many times, and been thrown against side of the washing machine. Alice’s father forbade a trip to the vet and Toby had been deaf ever since. When she realised he couldn’t hear, Alice took it upon herself to create a secret language that she and Toby could share, using hand signals. She wagged her thumb at him again to tell him he was good. Toby slurped the side of Alice’s face and she laughed in disgust, wiping her cheek. He circled a few times and settled at her feet with a thud. No longer small, he looked more like a grey-eyed wolf than a sheep-dog. Alice curled her bare toes into his long fluffy coat. Emboldened by his company, she opened A Beginner’s Guide to Fire and was quickly absorbed by the first story inside.




In faraway places, like Germany and Denmark, people used fire to burn away the old and invite the new, to welcome the beginning of the next cycle: a season, a death, a life, or a love. Some people even built huge figures out of wicker and bramble, setting them alight to draw an end and mark a beginning: to tempt miracles.





Alice sat back in her chair. Her eyes were hot and gummy. She pressed her hands on the pages, over the photo of a burning man made of wicker. What miracle would her fire welcome? For a start, never again would there be the sound of things breaking in their house. The sour stench of fear would no longer fill the air. Alice would plant a veggie garden without being punished for accidentally using the wrong trowel. She might learn to ride a bike without feeling the roots of her hair tear from her scalp in her father’s enraged grip because she couldn’t balance. The only signs she would need to read would be in the sky, rather than the shadows and clouds that passed over her father’s face, alerting her to whether he was the monster, or the man who turned a gum tree into a writing desk.


That happened after the day he shoved her into the sea and left her to swim to shore on her own. He’d vanished into his wooden shed that night and not emerged for two days. When he did, he laboured under the weight of a rectangular desk, longer lengthways than he was tall. It was made from the creamy planks of spotted gum he’d been saving to build Alice’s mother a new fernery. Alice hovered in the corner of her room while her father bolted the desk to the wall under the windowsill. It filled her bedroom with the heady fragrances of fresh timber, oil and varnish. He showed Alice how the lid opened on brass hinges, revealing a shallow underbelly ready to be filled with paper, pencils and books. He’d even planed a eucalyptus branch into an arm to hold the lid up, so Alice could use both hands to fossick inside.


‘I’ll get you all the pencils and crayons you need next time I go to town, Bunny.’


Alice threw her arms around his neck. He smelled of Cussons soap, sweat and turpentine.


‘My baby bunting.’ His stubble grazed her cheek. A lacquer of words coated Alice’s tongue: I knew you were still in there. Stay. Please don’t let the wind change. But all she could say was, ‘Thank you.’


Alice’s eyes drifted back to her open book.




Fire is an element that requires friction, fuel and oxygen to combust and burn. An optimum fire needs these optimum conditions.





She looked up, out into the garden. The invisible force of the wind pushed and pulled the pots of maidenhair ferns on their hooks. It howled under the slim crack of the open window. She took deep breaths, filling her lungs and emptying them slowly. Fire is an element that requires friction, fuel and oxygen to combust and burn. Staring into the green heart of her mother’s garden, Alice knew what she must do.
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As the windstorm came in from the east and drew across the sky in dark curtains, Alice put her windcheater on at the back door. Toby paced by her side and she entwined her fingers in his woolly coat. He whimpered and nuzzled her belly. His ears lay flat. Outside, the wind tore the petals off her mother’s white roses and scattered them across the yard like fallen stars. In the distance, at the bottom of their property, sat the shadowy hulk of her father’s locked shed. Alice patted the pockets of her jacket, feeling the key inside. After taking a moment, willing herself to be brave, she opened the back door and ran out of the house, into the wind with Toby.


Although she was forbidden to enter it, nothing had stopped Alice from imagining what might be in her father’s wooden shed. Most of the time he spent inside followed the awful things he did. But when he came out, he was always better. Alice had decided his shed held a transformational kind of magic, as if within its walls was an enchanted mirror, or a spinning wheel. Once, when she was younger, she was brave enough to ask him what was inside. He didn’t answer her but after he made her desk, Alice understood. She’d read about alchemy in her library books; she knew the tale of Rumpelstiltskin. Her father’s shed was where he spun straw into gold.


Her legs and lungs burned as she ran. Toby barked at the sky until a spear of dry lightning overhead sent his tail between his legs. At the shed door, Alice took the key out of her pocket and slid it into the padlock. It wouldn’t give. The wind stung her face and threatened her balance; only Toby’s warmth pressed against her kept her steady. She tried again. The key hurt her palm as she pushed against it, willing it to turn. It would not budge. Panic blurred her vision. She let go, wiped her eyes, and brushed her hair out of her face. Then tried again. This time the key turned so easily the lock could have been oiled. Alice wrenched the padlock off the door, twisted the handle, and stumbled inside with Toby at her heels. The wind sucked the door shut behind them with a loud slam.


The windowless interior of the shed was pitch black. Toby growled. Alice reached through the darkness to comfort him. She was deafened by the rush of blood beating in her ears and the howling ferocity of the windstorm. Seedpods from the poinciana tree beside the shed rained down in sharp succession, like a clatter of tin slippers dancing across the roof.


The air was pungent with kerosene. Alice groped around until her fingers touched a lamp on the workbench. She knew the shape of it; her mother kept a similar one inside the house. Next to it was a box of matches. An angry voice bellowed through her mind. You shouldn’t be in here. You shouldn’t be in here. Alice cringed, yet still slid the matchbox open. She felt for the tip, struck it against the rough flint and smelled sulphur as a quick glow of fire filled the air. She held the match to the wick of the kerosene lamp and screwed the glass top back onto the base. Light spilled across her father’s workbench. In front of her, a small drawer was ajar. With a shaking finger, Alice slid it open. Inside was a photograph and something else Alice couldn’t see properly. She took out the photo. Its edges were cracked and yellow but the image was clear: a rambling, resplendent old house covered in vines. Alice reached into the drawer again for the second object. Her fingertips brushed against something soft. She drew it out, into the light: a lock of black hair tied in faded ribbon.


An almighty gust rattled the shed door. Alice dropped the hair and photo as she swung around. There was no one there. It was just the wind. Her heart had just begun to slow when Toby lowered on his haunches and growled again. Shaking, Alice lifted the lamp to illuminate the rest of her father’s shed. Her jaw went slack; there was a strange jellying in her knees.


Surrounding her were dozens of wooden sculptures, ranging from miniatures to life size, all of the same two figures. One was an older woman, caught in various poses: sniffing a gum leaf, inspecting pot plants, lying on her back with one arm bent over her eyes and the other pointing upwards; another held the bowl of her skirt, filled with flowers Alice didn’t know. The other sculptures were of a girl: reading a book, writing at a desk, blowing the seeds off a dandelion. Seeing herself in her father’s carvings made Alice’s head ache.


Version after version of this woman and girl filled the shed, closing in around the bench. Alice took slow and deep breaths, listening to her heartbeat. I’m–here, it said. I’m–here. If fire could be a spell that turned one thing into another, so too could words. Alice had read enough to understand the charms that words could possess, especially when repeated. Say something enough times and it would be so. She focused on the spell beating in her heart.


I’m–here.


I’m–here.


I’m–here.


Alice turned in slow circles, taking in the wooden figures. She remembered reading once about an evil king who made so many enemies in his kingdom he created an army of clay and stone warriors to surround him – except clay is not flesh and stone is neither heart nor blood. In the end, the villagers the king was trying to protect himself from used the very army he created to crush him while he was sleeping. Prickles ran up and down Alice’s back as she recalled the words she’d read earlier. Fire requires friction, fuel and oxygen to combust and burn.


‘Come on, Tobes,’ she said hurriedly, reaching for one wooden figure, then another. Mimicking one of the statues, she used her T-shirt as a bowl to carry the smallest figurines she could find. Toby fretted at Alice’s side. Her heart beat powerfully against her ribs. With so many statues in the shed, her father surely wouldn’t notice some of the smallest missing. They would be perfect fuel to practise making fire.


Alice would always remember this day as the one that changed her life irrevocably, even though it would take her the next twenty years to understand: life is lived forward but only understood backward. You can’t see the landscape you’re in while you’re in it.
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Pulling into the driveway, Alice’s father gripped the steering wheel in silence. Welts had risen on his wife’s face, which she nursed with one hand. She used the other to hold her stomach as she pressed herself against the passenger door. He’d seen with his own eyes the way she’d touched the doctor’s arm. He’d seen the look on the doctor’s face. He’d seen it. A tic twitched under Alice’s father’s right eye. His wife had been dizzy when she sat up after the scan; he hadn’t wanted to stop for breakfast and risk missing the appointment. She’d tried to steady herself. The doctor had helped her.


Alice’s father flexed his hand. His knuckles were still aching. He glanced over at his wife, curled into herself, creating a canyon between them. He wanted to reach out to her, to explain she just needed to be more mindful of her behaviour so he wouldn’t be provoked. If he spoke to her in flowers, maybe then she would understand. Forked sundew, I die if neglected. Harlequin fuchsia, cure and relief. Wedding bush, constancy. But he’d avoided giving her flowers for years, ever since they left Thornfield.


She hadn’t helped him today. She should have made time to pack breakfast before they left, then she wouldn’t have been dizzy and he wouldn’t have witnessed her pawing the doctor. She knew how he struggled with their town visits, and the medical staff having their hands all over and inside his wife. They’d never been to a scan or check-up during this pregnancy, or with Alice, that was without incident. Was it really his fault that she failed to support him, every single time?


‘We’re home,’ he said, pulling the handbrake and turning the engine off. His wife took her hand away from her face and reached for the door handle. She tugged on it once and waited. His temper flared. Would she say nothing? He unlocked the central locking, expecting her to turn and smile at him gratefully, or maybe even apologetically. But she flew out of the door like a chicken escaping its coop. He tore out of the truck yelling her name, abruptly silenced by the windstorm. Wincing in the stinging gale, he stalked after his wife, determined to make his point. As he approached the house, something caught his eye.


The shed door was open. The lock was undone, hanging from the latch. A flash of his daughter’s red windcheater in the doorway filled his vision.
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When her T-shirt couldn’t hold any more carvings, Alice rushed out of the shed into the murky half-light. A clap of thunder shattered the sky. It was so loud that Alice dropped the carvings and hunched against the shed door. Toby cowered, the fur along the ridge of his spine raised. She reached to comfort him and got to her feet, only to be slammed by a gust of wind, making her stagger backwards. Forgetting the carvings, she signalled to Toby and made a run for the house. They’d almost reached the back door when a shard of lightning broke the dark clouds into silver pieces, a downwards arrow. Alice froze. In that white flash, she saw him. Her father stood in the doorway, his arms braced by his sides, hands clenched in fists. She didn’t need better light or closer distance to know the darkness of his eyes.


Alice changed direction and sprinted down the side of the house. She wasn’t sure if her father had seen her. As she ran through the green fronds of her mother’s fern garden, a terrible thought hit her: the kerosene lamp in her father’s shed. His timber shed. She’d forgotten to blow it out.


Alice flung herself through the window, onto her desk, hauling Toby up beside her. They perched together, panting to catch their breaths. Toby licked her face and Alice patted him distractedly. Could she smell smoke? Dread sluiced through her body. She jumped off the desk and gathered her library books, stuffing them into her bag, deep within her cupboard. She shrugged off her windcheater and threw it in too, then pulled her window closed. Someone must have broken into your shed, Dad. I was inside waiting for you to come home.


She didn’t hear her father come into her bedroom. She wasn’t quick enough to dodge him. The last thing Alice saw was Toby baring his teeth, his eyes wild with fear. There was the smell of smoke, earth, and burning feathers. A stinging heat spread down the side of her face, drawing Alice into darkness.
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Flannel flower


[image: Start of image description, Illustration of a flannel flower, end of image description]


Meaning: What is lost is found


Actinotus helianthi | New South Wales




The stem, branches and leaves of the plant are a pale grey, covered in downy hair, and flannel-like in texture. Pretty, daisy-shaped flower heads bloom in spring, though flowering may be profuse after bushfires.





The first story Alice ever learned began on the edge of darkness, where her newborn screams restarted her mother’s heart.




The night she was born, a subtropical storm had blown in from the east and caused king tides to flood the river banks, cutting off the lane between the Harts’ property and town. Stranded in the laneway with her water broken and a band of fire seemingly cutting her in half, Agnes Hart pushed life and a daughter out of her body on the back seat of her husband’s truck. Clem Hart, consumed by panic as the storm boomed over the cane fields, was at first too frantic swaddling his newborn to notice his wife’s pallor. When he saw her face turn white as sand, her lips the shade of a pipi shell, Clem fell upon her in a frenzy, forgetting their baby. He shook Agnes, to no avail. It wasn’t until her daughter cried that Agnes was jolted to consciousness. On either side of the laneway, rain-soaked bushes burst into a flurry of white flowers. Alice’s first breaths were filled with lightning and the scent of storm lilies in bloom.


You were the true love I needed to wake me from a curse, Bun, her mother would say to finish the story. You’re my fairytale.


When Alice was two years old, Agnes introduced her to books; as she read, she pointed to each word on the page. Down at the beach, she repeated: one cuttlefish, two feathers, three pieces of driftwood, four shells and five shards of sea glass. Around their house, Agnes’s hand-lettered signs: BOOK. CHAIR. WINDOW. DOOR. TABLE. CUP. BATH. BED. By the time Alice started homeschooling when she was five, she was reading by herself. Though her love of books was swift and absolute, Alice always loved her mother’s storytelling more. When they were alone, Agnes spun stories around the two of them. But never in earshot of Alice’s father.


Their ritual was to walk to the sea and lie on the sand staring up at the sky. With her mother’s gentle voice telling the way, they took winter train trips across Europe, through landscapes with mountains so tall you couldn’t see their tops, and ridges so smothered in snow you couldn’t see the line separating the white sky from white earth. They wore velvet coats in the cobblestoned city of a tattooed king, where the harbour buildings were as colourful as a box of paints, and a mermaid sat, cast in bronze, forever awaiting love. Alice often closed her eyes, imagining that every thread in her mother’s stories might spin them into the centre of a chrysalis, from which they could emerge and fly away.


When Alice was six years old, her mother tucked her into her bed one evening, leant forward and whispered in her ear. It’s time, Bun. She sat back smiling as she pulled up the covers. You’re old enough now to help me in my garden. Alice squirmed with excitement; her mother usually left her with a book while she gardened alone. We’ll start tomorrow, Agnes said before she turned out the light. Repeatedly through the night, Alice woke to peer through the dark windows. At last she saw the first thread of light in the sky and threw her sheets back.


Alice’s mother was in the kitchen making Vegemite and cottage cheese on toast and a pot of honeyed tea, which she carried on a tray outside to her garden alongside the house. The air was cool, the early sun was warm. Her mother rested the tray on a mossy tree stump and poured sweet tea into two teacups. They sat chewing and drinking in silence. Alice’s pulse beat loudly in her temples. After Agnes ate the last of her toast and finished her tea, she crouched between her ferns and flowers, murmuring as if she were rousing sleeping children. Alice wasn’t sure what to do. Was this gardening? She mimicked her mother and sat with the plants, watching.


Slowly, the lines of worry in her mother’s face vanished. Her furrowed brow relaxed. She didn’t wring her hands, or fidget. Her eyes were full and clear. She became someone Alice didn’t recognise. Her mother was peaceful. She was calm. The sight filled Alice with the kind of green hope she found at the bottom of rock pools at low tide but never managed to cup in her hands.


The more time she spent with her mother in the garden, the more deeply Alice understood – from the tilt of Agnes’s wrist when she inspected a new bud, to the light that reached her eyes when she lifted her chin, and the thin rings of dirt that encircled her fingers as she coaxed new fern fronds from the soil – the truest parts of her mother bloomed among her plants. Especially when she talked to the flowers. Her eyes glazed over and she mumbled in a secret language, a word here, a phrase there as she snapped flowers off their stems and tucked them into her pockets.


Sorrowful remembrance, she’d say as she plucked a bindweed flower from its vine. Love, returned. The citrusy scent of lemon myrtle would fill the air as she tore it from a branch. Pleasures of memory. Her mother pocketed a scarlet palm of kangaroo paw.


Questions scratched at the back of Alice’s throat. Why did her mother’s words only flow when she was telling stories about other places and other worlds? What about their world, right in front of them? Where did she go when her eyes were far away? Why couldn’t Alice go with her?


By her seventh birthday, Alice’s body was heavy from the burden of unanswered questions. They filled her chest. Why did her mother talk to the native flowers in such cryptic ways? How could her father be two different people? What curse did Alice’s first cries save her mother from? Although they weighed on her mind, Alice’s questions remained stuck, lodged in her windpipe as painfully as if she’d swallowed a seedpod. Moments of opportunity came on good days in the garden, when the light fell just so, yet Alice said nothing. In silence, she followed her mother as her pockets filled with flowers.


If Agnes ever noticed Alice’s silence, she never said anything to break it. It was understood time spent in the garden was quiet time. Like a library, her mother once mused as she glided through her maidenhair ferns. Though Alice hadn’t ever been to a library – to see more books in one place than she could imagine, or hear the whispers of collective pages turning – she almost felt she had, through her mother’s stories. From Agnes’s description, Alice imagined a library must be a quiet garden of books, where stories grew like flowers.


Alice hadn’t been anywhere else beyond their property either. Her life was confined to its boundaries: from her mother’s garden to where the cane fields started, to the bay where the sea curled close by. She was forbidden to venture further than those lines, and especially the one that separated their driveway from the lane that led into town. It’s no place for a girl, her father would say, slamming his fist on the dinner table, making the plates and cutlery jump, whenever Alice’s mother suggested sending her to school. She’s safer here, he’d growl, putting an end to the conversation. That’s what her father was most able to do: put an end to everything.


Whether they spent their day in the garden or at the sea, the point always came when a storm bird would call, or a cloud would cross the sun, and Alice’s mother would shake herself awake, as if she’d been sleepwalking through a dream. She became animated, turning on her heel to sprint towards the house, calling over her shoulder at Alice, First one to the kitchen gets fresh cream on her scones. Afternoon tea was a bittersweet time; her father would be home soon. Ten minutes before he was due, her mother would position herself by the front door, her face pulled too tight in a smile, her voice pitched too high, her fingers in knots.


Some days Alice’s mother disappeared from her body altogether. There were no stories or walks to the sea. There was no talking with flowers. Her mother would stay in bed with the curtains drawn against the blanching light, vanished, as if her soul had gone somewhere else entirely.


When that happened, Alice tried to distract herself from the way the air in the house pressed on her body, the awful silence as if no one were home, the sight of her mother crumpled in bed. Those were things that made it difficult to breathe. Alice picked up books she’d read a dozen times already and revisited school worksheets she’d already completed. She fled to the sea to caw with the gulls and chase waves along the shore. She ran alongside the walls of sugar cane, throwing her hair back and swaying like the green stalks in the hot wind. But no matter how she tried, nothing felt good. Alice wished on feathers and dandelions to be a bird and fly far away into the golden seam of the horizon, where the sea was sewn to the sky. Day after shadowy day passed without her mother. Alice paced the edges of her world. It was only a matter of time before she learned she could disappear too.
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One morning, after the rumble of her father’s truck faded into the distance, Alice stayed in bed waiting to hear the kettle whistle; the glorious sound would herald the beginning of a good day. When it didn’t come, Alice kicked her sheet off with heavy legs. She tiptoed to her parents’ bedroom door and peered at her mother’s body curled in a ball as lifeless as the blankets around her. A wave of hot and shaky anger swept through Alice. She stomped into the kitchen, slapped together a Vegemite sandwich, filled a jam jar with water, packed them in her backpack, and ran from the house. She wouldn’t take the laneway, there was too high a risk of being seen, but if she went hidden through the sugar cane she’d surely come out someplace on the other side, someplace better than her dark and silent home.


Although her heartbeat was so loud in her ears she almost couldn’t hear the cockatoos screeching overhead, Alice willed herself to run, past her father’s shed and her mother’s rose garden, until she’d crossed the length of the yard. At the boundary where their property met the cane fields, she stopped. A dirt trail ran through the tall green stalks for as far as she could see.


In the end Alice was surprised by how easily she could do something she was always told she should not. She just had to take a step. First one. Then another.
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Alice walked so far and for so long that she started to wonder if she might walk out of the cane fields to find herself in a different country. Maybe she’d emerge in Europe, and catch one of her mother’s trains through a snowy world. But when she came to the end of the fields, the discovery she made was almost better: she was at a crossroad in the middle of town.


She shielded her eyes from the sun. So much colour and movement, noise and clatter. Cars and farming trucks coming and going through the intersection, horns beeping, farmers with their tanned elbows hanging out of windows, raising tired hands to each other as they drove past. Alice spotted a shop with a wide window full of fresh bread and iced cakes. It was a bakery, she realised, remembering one of her picture books. This one had a beaded curtain over its entrance. Outside, under a striped awning, was a higgledy-piggledy of chairs and tables, with a brightly coloured flower in a vase on top of each checked tablecloth. Alice’s mouth watered. She wished her mother was beside her.


On either side of the bakery, shop windows promised farmers’ wives a whiff of cosmopolitan life: new tea dresses with narrow waists, large floppy hats, tasselled handbags and kitten heels. Alice wriggled her toes in her sandals. She’d never seen her mother wear anything like the clothes on the mannequins in the windows. Her mother only had one outfit for trips to town: a long-sleeved burgundy polyester dress and tan leather flats. The rest of the time her mother wore loose cotton dresses she made herself, and, like Alice, went mostly barefoot.


Alice’s gaze drifted to the intersection ahead of her, where a young woman and girl were waiting to cross at a set of lights. The woman held the girl’s hand, carrying her pink backpack for her. The girl’s shoes were black and shiny, with frilly white socks at her ankles. Her hair was in two neat pigtails with matching ribbons. Alice couldn’t look away. When the light changed they crossed the road and pushed through the beaded curtain into the bakery. A little while later they came out with creamy milkshakes and thick wedges of cake. They sat at the table that Alice would have chosen, the one with the painfully happy yellow gerbera, and they drank from their glasses, smiling milk-moustache smiles at each other.


The sun beat down on Alice. Her eyes hurt in the glare. Just as she was about to give up and spin around to run all the way home, Alice noticed a word on the ornate stone front of a building across the road.


LIBRARY.


She gasped and ran for the traffic lights. Jabbed the button repeatedly as she’d seen the girl do, until the light turned green and the intersection was clear. She sprinted across the road and through the heavy doors of the library.


In the foyer, she doubled over, panting. The cool air settled her hot, sweaty skin. Her pulse slowed in her ears. She pushed the hair away from her sunburnt forehead, and with it the thought of the woman and girl and their happy yellow gerbera. As she went to straighten her dress, Alice realised she wasn’t wearing one; she was still in her nightie. She hadn’t remembered to change before she left home. Unsure of what to do or where to go, Alice stayed where she was, pinching her wrists until the skin turned raw; pain on the outside softened the sharp feelings inside she couldn’t reach. It wasn’t until moving beams of coloured light fell in her eyes that she stopped.


Alice tiptoed through the foyer and entered the main library room, which opened around and above her. Her eyes were drawn upwards by sunlight streaming through stained-glass windows: a girl in a red hood walked through a forest of trees; a girl in a carriage sped away from a lone glass slipper; a little mermaid stared longingly from the sea at a man on shore. Excitement shot through Alice.


‘Can I help you?’


Alice looked down from the windows, in the direction of the question. A young woman with big hair and a wide smile sat at an octagonal desk. Alice tiptoed towards her.


‘Oh, you don’t have to tiptoe,’ the woman said, chuckling. She snorted when she laughed. ‘I wouldn’t last a day here if I had to be that quiet. My name’s Sally. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.’ Sally’s eyes reminded Alice of the sea on a sunny day. ‘Have I?’ she asked.


Alice shook her head.


‘Oh, well now, how wonderful. A new friend!’ Sally clasped her hands together. Her fingernails were painted seashell pink. There was a pause.


‘And you are?’ Sally asked. Alice peeked at her from under her eyelashes. ‘Oh, don’t be shy. Libraries are friendly places. Everyone’s welcome here.’


‘I’m Alice,’ she mumbled.


‘Alice?’


‘Alice Hart.’


Something strange flickered over Sally’s face. She cleared her throat.


‘Well, Alice Hart,’ she exclaimed. ‘What a magical name! Welcome. It’ll be my pleasure to show you around.’ Her eyes darted to Alice’s nightie then back to her face. ‘Are you here with Mum or Dad today?’


Alice shook her head.


‘I see. Tell me, how old are you, Alice?’


Alice’s cheeks were hot. Eventually, she held up five splayed fingers on one hand and her thumb and index finger on the other.


‘Fancy that, Alice. Seven just happens to be the right age for you to have your own library card.’


Alice snapped her head up.


‘Ah, look at that. Sunbeams are coming out of your face.’ Sally winked. Alice touched her fingertips to her hot cheeks. Sunbeams.


‘Let me get you a form and we’ll fill it out together.’ Sally reached over and squeezed Alice’s arm. ‘Do you have any questions first?’


Alice thought about it then nodded.


‘Yes. Can you please show me the garden where the books grow?’ Alice smiled with relief; her voice had found its way around the seedpod.


Sally studied Alice’s face for a moment before erupting in hushed giggles. ‘Alice! You crack me up. We’re going to get along like a house on fire, you and me.’


In her confusion, Alice just smiled.


For the next half-hour Sally took Alice on a tour of the library, explaining that books lived on shelves, not in a garden. Row upon row of stories called to Alice. So many books. After a while Sally left Alice to herself to sit in a big, cushiony chair by one of the shelves.


‘Browse about and pick out some books you like. I’m just over there if you need anything.’ Sally pointed in the direction of her desk. Alice, already with a book in her lap, nodded.
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Sally’s hands trembled as she picked up the phone. While she dialled the station, she leant forward to make sure Alice hadn’t followed her, but she was still sitting on the chair, the worn soles of her sandals poking out from under the grimy hem of her nightie. Sally fiddled with Alice’s library form, gasping when the paper sliced into her fingertip. Her eyes filled as she sucked the blood from her finger. Alice was Clem Hart’s daughter. She pushed his name out of her mind and pressed the phone hard against her ear. Pick up. Pick up. Pick up. Finally, her husband answered.


‘John? It’s me. No, I’m not, not really. No, listen, Clem Hart’s girl is here. Something’s wrong. She’s in her nightie, John.’ Sally struggled to keep her composure. ‘It’s filthy.’ She gulped. ‘And John, her little arms are bruised to buggery.’


Sally nodded along with her husband’s steadying voice and wiped the tears from her eyes.


‘Yes, I think she’s walked on her own all the way from their property so, what’s that, about four kilometres?’ She sniffled as she tugged her hanky from her sleeve. ‘Okay. Yes. Yes, I’ll keep her here.’


The phone receiver slipped in Sally’s sweaty palm as she hung up.
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Alice added another book to the semi-circular tower she had built around her.


‘Alice?’


‘I’d like to take all these home, please, Sally,’ Alice said earnestly with a sweep of her arm.


Sally helped her to deconstruct her tower of books, return the dozens to their shelves, and explained twice how borrowing library books worked. Alice was dumbfounded by her limited choice. Sally checked her watch. The bright light falling through the story windows had softened to pastel shadows.


‘Shall I help you pick?’


Alice nodded gratefully. She wanted to read books about fire but didn’t feel brave enough to say so.


Sally crouched to Alice’s eye level and asked her some questions – name one of her favourite places to go – the sea – and choose a favourite story window at the library – the mermaid – then with a knowing nod, she touched her index finger to a slim book with a hard cover and bronze lettering on the spine, and slid it off the shelf.


‘I think you’ll love this one. It’s about selkies.’


‘Selkies,’ Alice repeated.


‘You’ll see,’ Sally said. ‘Women from the sea who can shed their skins to become someone and something else entirely.’ Goosebumps covered Alice’s body. She clutched the book to her chest.


‘Reading makes me hungry,’ Sally said abruptly. ‘Are you hungry, Alice? I’ve got some scones with jam, and how about a cup of tea?’


At the mention of scones, Alice thought of her mother. She was consumed by an immediate desire to be home, but it seemed that Sally expected her to stay.


‘Can I go to the toilet?’


‘Of course,’ Sally said. ‘The ladies’ is just down the hall there, on the right. Shall I come with you?’


‘No, thank you.’ Alice smiled sweetly.


‘I’ll be right here when you get back. We’ll have scones, okay?’


Alice skipped down the hallway. She pushed open the door to the bathroom. Waited a moment, then stuck her head back out to peek at Sally’s desk. It was empty. The clink of cutlery and china came from further down the hall. Alice scurried for the exit.


As she ran home through the cane fields, she felt the shape of her library card in her nightie pocket, like one of her mother’s flowers. The selkie book jostled up and down in her backpack; sunbeams bounced around inside her belly. Alice was so busy imagining how much her mother would love her library book, she didn’t realise that by the time she got home her father would be back from work.
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Sticky everlasting
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Meaning: My love will not leave you


Xerochrysum viscosum | New South Wales and Victoria




These paper-like flowers display hues of lemon, gold, and splotchy orange to fiery bronze. They can be easily cut, dried, and preserved while retaining their stunning colours.





A month after Alice discovered the library, she was playing in her room when she heard her mother’s voice calling. ‘We need to do some weeding, Bun.’




It was a tranquil afternoon. The garden was thick with orange butterflies. Her mother smiled up at her from under the brim of her floppy hat. It was the same smile she used to greet her father when he came home: Everything’s okay, everything’s all right, everything’s fine. Alice smiled back even though she noticed her mother wincing, clutching her ribs when she reached for a weed.


Things hadn’t been right since the library. Alice couldn’t sit for days after her father took to her with his belt. He snapped her library card in two and confiscated the book, but not before Alice read it in one sitting. She absorbed the stories of selkies and their magical skins into her blood like they were sugar on her tongue. Her bruises healed and her father only punished her once; Alice’s mother continued to bear his rage. A few times Alice had been woken in the night by rough noises in her parents’ bedroom. The ugly sounds paralysed her. On those nights, she stayed in bed with her hands over her ears, willing herself to escape into her dreams, mostly of running with her mother to the sea, where they’d shed their skins before diving in. Bobbing together in the ocean, they’d only look back once before turning to the deep. On shore their pelts would turn to pressed flowers, scattered among shells and seaweed.


‘Here, Alice.’ Her mother handed her another tuft of weeds, wincing again. Alice’s skin burned from her want to rid the garden of every weed, forever, so her mother could just spend her days talking to her flowers in her secret language and filling her pockets with their blooms.


‘What about this one, Mama? Is this a weed?’ Her mother didn’t answer. She was as flighty as the butterflies, her eyes darting constantly to the driveway, checking for the telltale dirt clouds.


Eventually, they appeared.


He swung out of the driver’s seat in full swagger, holding his Akubra upside down behind his back. Alice’s mother stood to greet him with dirt on her knees and a bunch of dandelions clenched in her fist. Their roots trembled as he leaned in to kiss her. Alice glanced away. Her father in a good mood had the same air about him as a rain shower falling from a sunny sky – you could never quite believe the sight. When Alice met his eye, he smiled.


‘We’ve all had a tough time since you ran away, haven’t we, Bunny,’ her father said, crouching while keeping his upside-down hat out of her view. ‘But I think you’ve learned your lesson about leaving the property.’


Alice’s stomach lurched.


‘I’ve been thinking about it,’ he said softly, ‘and I think we should get your library card back.’ She looked at him uneasily. ‘I’m willing to go to the library and pick your books out for you, if you’re willing to promise to follow our rules. And to help you keep that promise, I thought you might like some extra company at home.’ Alice’s father wasn’t looking at Alice while he spoke – his eyes were searching her mother’s face instead. She stood still and unblinking, her face stretched in a smile. Alice’s father turned to  Alice, offering her his hat. Alice took it from him and lowered it into her lap.


Curled inside was a ball of black-and-white fluff. She gasped. Although the pup’s eyes were barely open, they were the same slate blue as the winter sea. He sat up and gave a sharp yap, nipping Alice’s nose. She squealed in delight; he was her first friend. The puppy licked her face.


‘What will you call him, Bun?’ her father asked, rocking back on his heels to stand. Alice couldn’t read his face.


‘Tobias,’ she decided. ‘But I’ll call him Toby.’


Her father laughed easily. ‘Toby it is,’ he said.


‘Wanna hold him, Mama?’ Alice asked. Her mother nodded and reached for Toby.


‘Oh, he’s so young,’ she exclaimed, unable to hide the surprise in her voice. ‘Where did you get him, Clem? Are you sure he’s old enough to be weaned?’


Her father’s eyes flashed. His face darkened. ‘Of course he’s old enough,’ he said through clenched teeth, grabbing Toby by the scruff of the neck. He tossed the whimpering pup to Alice.


Later, she cowered outside among her mother’s ferns, snuggling the puppy against her heart, trying not to listen to the sounds coming from inside the house. Toby lapped at her chin where her tears gathered, while the wind blew through the sweet-scented sugar cane and out to sea.
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The tides of her father’s moods turned, as did the seasons. After her father burst Toby’s ear drums, Alice busied herself teaching him sign language. She turned eight, advanced to Grade Three in home schooling, and read her pile of library books two weeks before they were due back. Her mother spent more and more time in the garden, mumbling to herself among her flowers.


One late winter’s day a set of squalls blew in from the sea, so ferocious Alice wondered if they’d blow the house down like something from a fable. She and Toby watched from the front step as Clem dragged his windsurfer out of the garage and into the yard.


‘It’s a forty-knot northwesterly, Bunny,’ he said, hurrying to load his gear into the back of his truck. ‘This is rare.’ He brushed the cobwebs off the windsurfer sail. Alice nodded, rubbing Toby’s ears. She knew it was; she’d only seen her father ready himself to ride the wind across the sea a handful of times. She’d never been allowed to go with him. He started the engine.


‘C’mon then, Bunny. Reckon I need a good luck charm on today’s voyage. Hurry up,’ he called, leaning out of the driver’s window. Although the wild look in his eye made her uneasy, the disbelieving joy of being invited threw Alice into action. She ran into her bedroom to change into her togs and bolted past her mother, calling goodbye, Toby close behind. With a roaring rev of the engine, her father spun out of the driveway towards the bay.
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Down at the beach, Alice’s father strapped himself into his harness and dragged the board to the water’s edge. Alice stood by. When her father called her she followed the deep groove the fin of his board had cut in the sand, all the way to the sea. He pushed his board into the waves, steadying the sail against the wind. The veins in his forearms popped from the effort. Alice stood thigh-high in the salt water, uncertain of what to expect. Her father readied himself to leap on the board then turned to her, his brows raised and his smile reckless. Alice’s heartbeat knocked in her ears. He nodded his head towards the board. Toby paced on the shore, barking incessantly. She raised her arm and held her flat palm up to speak to him: Be calm. Her father had never asked her along before. She didn’t dare refuse the invitation.


As she sprang through the sea towards her father, her mother’s voice reached her. Alice turned to see her standing on top of the dunes, calling her name and waving her arms frantically, gripping Alice’s fluorescent-orange life vest in one hand. Her calls rose from measured to alarmed. Toby raced away from the shore to meet her. In the water, Alice’s father swatted her mother’s worry away like it was an insect buzzing around his face.


‘You don’t need a life vest. Not when you’re eight. I was king of my kingdom when I was eight.’ He nodded at her. ‘Hop on, Bunting.’


Alice beamed. His attention was hypnotic.


He lifted her onto his board, his hands firm and strong under her armpits, and positioned her at the front, where she leant into the wind. He lay belly down and paddled the two of them through the water. Silver fish darted through the shallows. The wind was strong and sea salt stung Alice’s eyes. She turned back once to see her mother on shore, dwarfed by the expanse of sea between them.


Out in the turquoise depths her father leapt from his belly to his feet, and slid his toes into the straps. Alice clutched the edges, her palms scraping on the board grip. Her father heaved the sail upright, using his legs to keep his balance. Sinew and muscle rippled beneath the skin of his calves.


‘Sit between my feet,’ he instructed. She inched along the board towards him. ‘Hold on,’ he said. She wrapped her arms around his legs.


For a moment, there was a lull; the world was still and aquamarine. Then, whoosh, the wind filled the sail and salt water sprayed Alice’s face. The sea sparkled. They sailed through the waves, zigzagging across the bay. Alice leant her head back and closed her eyes; the sun warm on her skin, the sea spray tickling her face, the wind running its fingers through her long hair.


‘Alice, look,’ her father called. A pod of dolphins arced alongside them. Alice cried out in delight, remembering her selkie book. ‘Stand up so you can see them better,’ he said. Holding on to his legs, Alice wobbled as she stood, mesmerised by the beauty of the dolphins. They glided through the water, peaceful and free. She tentatively let go of her father and used her own weight to balance. Holding her arms out wide, she moved her waist in circles and rolled her wrists, mimicking the dolphins. Her father howled joyously into the wind. Seeing true happiness in his face made Alice light-headed.


Out beyond the bay they flew, into the channel where a tourist boat was circling back towards the town harbour. A camera flash bulb popped in their direction. Her father waved.


‘Do the hula again for them,’ Alice’s father encouraged her. ‘They’re watching us, Alice. Do it. Now.’


Alice didn’t understand what hula meant; was it her dolphin dance? The urgency in his voice also confused her. She glanced at the front of the board and back up at him. This moment of hesitation was her mistake; she caught the shadow as it crossed his face. Scrambling to the board’s tip she tried to make up the time she’d lost and stood on shaky legs, looping her waist and rolling her wrists. It was too late. The boat turned away from them; the camera flashes glinted off the water in the opposite direction. Alice smiled hopefully. Her knees trembled. She snuck a look at her father. His jaw was set.


When he flipped the sail around and they changed direction, Alice almost lost her balance. The sun was garish and sharp, biting at her skin. She crouched on the board and clung to its sides. Her mother’s voice carried on the wind, calling them relentlessly as they crossed the channel back towards the bay. The waves rolled deep and dark green. Her father said nothing. She sidled towards him. As she nestled herself between his feet again and clung to his calves, she felt a muscle twitch under his skin. She looked up but his face was blank. Alice bit back on tears. She’d ruined it. She tightened her grip on his legs.


‘Sorry, Papa,’ she said in a small voice.


The pressure on her back was firm and quick. She pitched forward into the cold sea, crying out as she was engulfed by waves. Spluttering to the surface, she shrieked and coughed, trying to hack up the burning sensation of salt water in her lungs. Kicking hard, she held her arms up the way her mother taught her to do if she ever got caught in a rip. Not too far away, her father coasted on the board, staring at her, his face as white as the caps on the waves. Alice kicked to tread water. With a quick flick her father spun the sail again. He’s coming back. Alice whimpered, relieved. But as his sail caught the wind and he sailed away from her, she stopped kicking in disbelief. She started to sink. When the water covered her nose, Alice flailed her arms and kicked hard, fighting her way upwards through the waves.


Tossed up and down at the whim of the current, Alice glimpsed her mother over the waves. She’d flung herself into the ocean and was swimming hard. The sight of Agnes gave Alice a surge of strength. She kicked and paddled until she felt the slightest shift in the temperature of the water and knew she was approaching the shallows. Her mother reached her in a flurry of splashing and clung to her like Alice herself was a life vest. When they could both touch sand, sure and solid beneath their feet, Alice stood and vomited bile, her retching a croaking, empty sound. Her arms and legs gave out. She gasped for breath. Her mother’s eyes were as dull as a piece of sea glass. She carried Alice to shore and wrapped her in the dress she’d discarded before leaping into the waves. She rocked them both back and forth until Alice stopped crying. Hoarse from barking, Toby whined while he licked Alice’s face. She patted him weakly. When she started to shiver Alice’s mother picked her up and carried her home. She didn’t say a thing.


As they left the beach Alice looked back at the frenzy of her mother’s footprints on the shore. Far out on the sea her father’s sail cut brightly through the waves.
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No one talked about what happened that day. Afterwards, whenever he was home from the cane fields, Clem avoided the house. Instead he did what he would always do to relieve his guilt: retreated to his shed. At meals, he was distant and chillingly polite. Being around him was like being outside without shelter during stormy weather, always watching the sky. Alice spent a few sweaty-palmed weeks hoping she, Toby and her mother might run away to the places in her mother’s stories, where snow covered the earth like white sugar and ancient, sparkling cities were built on water. But as weeks turned into months and summer started to soften its edges into autumn, there were no more outbursts. Her father’s tides were peaceful. He made her a writing desk. Alice began to wonder if maybe he’d left the stormy parts of himself out in the deep that day when she’d seen the ocean turn dark green.
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One clear morning at breakfast, Alice’s father announced that he had to travel south to the city to buy a new tractor on the coming weekend. He would miss Alice’s ninth birthday. It was unavoidable. Alice’s mother nodded and stood to clear the table. Alice swung her legs back and forth under her seat, hiding her face behind her hair as she digested the news. She, her mother, and Toby would have a whole weekend together. Alone. In peace. It was the best birthday gift she could have hoped for.


The morning he left, they waved him off together. Even Toby sat still until the dust clouds that trailed after him billowed and vanished. Alice’s mother gazed at the empty driveway.


‘Well,’ she said, reaching for Alice’s hand. ‘This weekend is all yours, Bun. What would you like to do?’


‘Everything!’ Alice grinned.


They started with music. Her mother tugged down old records and Alice closed her eyes and swayed as she listened.


‘If you could have anything at all, what would you have for lunch?’ her mother asked.


Alice dragged a kitchen chair to the counter to stand at the same height as her mother and helped to make Anzac biscuits, crunchy on the outside and chewy in the middle from too much golden syrup, the way she liked them best. Alice ate more than half the batter raw, sharing wooden spoonfuls with Toby.


As their biscuits were baking, Alice sat at her mother’s feet while Agnes brushed her hair. The slow rhythm of the brush on Alice’s scalp sounded like wings in flight. After her mother counted one hundred strokes, she leant forward and whispered a question into Alice’s ear. Alice nodded excitedly in response. Her mother left the room and came back a few moments later. Told Alice to close her eyes. Alice grinned, relishing the feeling of her mother’s fingers weaving through her hair. When she was done, her mother led Alice through the house.


‘Okay, Bun. Open,’ she said with a smile in her voice.


Alice waited until she couldn’t bear the anticipation for a second longer. When she opened her eyes, she gasped at her reflection in the mirror. A crown of flame-orange beach hibiscus was entwined around her head. She didn’t recognise herself.


‘Happy birthday, Bunny.’ Her mother’s voice wavered. Alice took her hand. As they stood together in front of the mirror, fat drops of rain started to fall hard and fast on the roof. Her mother got up and went to the window.


‘What is it, Mama?’


Agnes sniffled, and wiped her eyes. ‘Come with me, Bun,’ she said. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’


They waited at the back door until the storm clouds passed. The sky was violet and the light was silver. Alice followed her mother into the garden that was glossy with rain. They came to a bush her mother had planted recently. When Alice last took notice, it was just a tumble of bright green leaves. Now, after the rain, the bush was thick with fragrant white flowers. She studied them in bewilderment.


‘Thought you might like these,’ her mother said.


‘Is it magic?’ Alice reached out to touch one of the petals.


‘The best kind.’ Her mother nodded. ‘Flower magic.’


Alice bent down to get as close as she could. ‘What are they, Mama?’


‘Storm lilies. Just like the night you were born. They only flower after a good downpour.’ Alice leant down and studied them closely. Their petals were flung open, leaving their centres fully exposed.


‘They can’t exist without rain?’ Alice asked, straightening up. Her mother considered her for a moment before nodding.


‘When I was in your father’s truck the night you were born, they were growing wild by the road. I remember seeing them bloom in the storm.’ She looked away but Alice saw her mother’s eyes fill.


‘Alice,’ her mother began. ‘I planted the storm lilies here for a reason.’


Alice nodded.


‘Storm lilies are a sign of expectation. Of the goodness that can come from hardship.’ Her mother rested her hand on her stomach.


Alice nodded, still unaware.


‘Bun, I’m going to have another baby. You’re going to have a brother or a sister to play with and look after.’ Her mother snapped a storm lily from its stem and tucked it into the tail of Alice’s braid. Alice looked down at its quivering heart, open and vulnerable.


‘Isn’t that good news?’ her mother asked. Alice could see the storm lilies reflected in her mother’s eyes. ‘Alice?’


She hid her face in her mother’s neck and squeezed her eyes shut, inhaling the scent of her mother’s skin, trying not to cry. Knowing there was a kind of magic that could make flowers and babies bloom after storms filled Alice with dread: more precious things in her world her father could harm.
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Overnight the weather swung about and blew in another storm. Alice and Toby woke the next morning to torrential rain sobbing at the windows and battering the front door. Alice yawned, wandering through the house, dreaming of pancakes. She tried not to count the hours left before her father would be home later in the day. But the kitchen was dark. Alice fumbled for the light switch, confused. She flicked it on. The kitchen was empty and cold. She ran to her parents’ room and waited for her eyes to readjust to the darkness. When she understood her mother was gone, Alice ran outside, calling for her. She was soaked in seconds. Toby barked. Through the downpour, Alice caught a glimpse of her mother’s cotton dress, disappearing through the saltbushes in the front yard, headed towards the sea.


By the time Alice reached the ocean her mother had already shed her clothes on the sand. Although the rain hadn’t let up and visibility was poor, Alice managed to spot her mother in the water. She’d swum so far out she was no more than a pale dot on the waves, dipping, arcing, thrashing her way through the water as if she had a fight to win. After a long time, she bodysurfed into the shallows and screamed violently at the sea as it spat her onto the shore.


Alice wrapped her mother’s clothes like a pelt around her shoulders, calling her mother’s name until her voice was weak. Agnes didn’t seem to hear her. She rose from the sand, naked, haggard and out of breath. The sight of her nakedness silenced Alice. The rain beat down on them. Toby cried, pacing back and forth. Alice couldn’t take her eyes off her mother’s body. Her pregnant belly was bigger than Alice realised. Framing it were bruises, blooming along her mother’s collarbone, down her arms, over her ribs, around her hips, and inside her thighs, like sea lichen smothering rock. All this time that Alice thought there’d been no storms, she had been gravely mistaken.


‘Mama.’ Alice started to cry. She tried wiping the tears and rain from her face. It was no use. Her teeth chattered from fear and emotion. ‘I was worried you weren’t coming back.’


Alice’s mother seemed to look right through her. Her eyes were big and dark, clumps of her eyelashes stuck together. She stayed that way, staring, for a long time. Finally, she blinked, and spoke.


‘I know you were worried. I’m sorry.’ She gently unwrapped her clothes from Alice’s shoulders and pulled them onto her wet skin. ‘C’mon, Bun,’ she said. ‘Let’s go home.’ Agnes took Alice’s hand and together they walked back up the sand in the rain. No matter how hard she shook, Alice made sure not to let go.
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A few weeks later, just before the afternoon when she read about the phoenix bird, Alice and her mother were out in the garden among green pea and pumpkin seedlings. Curls of black smoke rose on the horizon.


‘Don’t worry, Bun,’ her mother said, raking new dirt for the veggie patch. ‘It’s a controlled burn at one of the farms.’


‘Controlled burn?’


‘People all over the world use fire to garden,’ her mother explained. Alice sat on her heels where she’d been tugging weeds from the freshly turned dirt and considered what her mother had said, incredulous. ‘Truly.’ Her mother nodded, leaning on her rake. ‘They burn back plants and trees to make way for things to grow. Controlled fires reduce the risk of wildfire too.’


Alice wrapped her arms around her knees. ‘So a little fire can stop a bigger one?’ she asked, thinking of the library book on her desk about spells that turned frogs into princes, girls into birds, and lions into lambs. ‘Like a spell?’


Her mother nestled seedlings into the rows of fresh earth. ‘Yes, I suppose it’s just like that, a spell of sorts to transform one thing into another. Some flowers and seeds even need fire to split open and grow: orchids and desert oaks, those kinds of things.’ She dusted her hands and pushed her hair off her forehead. ‘You clever girl,’ she said. For once her smile reached her eyes. After a moment Alice’s mother returned to her seedlings.


Alice went back to her work too, but all the while, out of the corner of her eye, watched her mother, backlit by afternoon sun, willing new things to grow from nothing. When her mother looked around the property and her face fell at the sight of the shed, Alice understood with swift clarity: she had to find the right spell, the right fire in the right season, to transform her father from one thing into another.
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