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THEN



MY LIFE HAS BEEN TOLD to me through campfire tales—stories that spill over when the fire has burned low and silence must be filled. They’re like old coats hauled from the back of the cupboard. Dusted off, aired out, good as new. My mother, Vivienne, doled them out as reward or consolation, depending on her mood. And so I came to know myself—through the telling and retelling. They became as much a part of me as blood or bone. On the night of my eleventh birthday, Vivienne told me that I was cursed. It was her gift, she said. When she was gone the Brown women’s curse would pass to me and, if I ever knew which way death would come, I should run hard in the other direction.


I listened to her with wide eyes, bitten nails, and a delicious detachment, like watching a horror film and knowing it couldn’t reach through the screen. I could leave her stories in the dark, remember them when I felt like it and forget them when I didn’t. When you’re eleven, you don’t think of before or after. Only that moment and maybe tomorrow.


That night.


Vivienne was drunk. We were roughing it under a blanket of stars after leaving a hostel in our usual way: beds unmade, bills unpaid, through a back door. Vivienne had outstayed her welcome again, had taken something that wasn’t hers to take. In the morning we would leave our dusty campsite and hitch a ride to another four-syllable town. I knew the routine well.


It was cold. A mallee stump smoldered and hissed and I watched her through a veil of smoke and shooting sparks.


She was chain-smoking. Drinking from a bottle of vodka as she spoke. Stops and starts, like punctuation, she puffed and swigged.


“Corrie-anne Brown,” she slurred. “Nineteen-oh-four. It was a Saturday. Corrie-anne Brown marched through the center of town, a woman on a mission. Some said she looked like she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders that day. But no one stopped her or asked where she was going. She walked into the river, leaving her baby son abandoned in his cradle for two days. When they pulled her out of the river she was wearing every single item of clothing she owned—four skirts, seven blouses, three pairs of stockings, and one Sunday hat.”


“Why?” I asked.


“So she wouldn’t float, silly.”


“Did she die? Why would she leave her baby? Did he die?”


“Of course she died. She weighed more than a small elephant. And the baby was fine. Now be quiet and listen.”


“I’m listening,” I said.


“In nineteen-twenty-six, Marieke Brown went with her husband and three children to a country fair. She was bobbing for apples, going for the record, and there were people all around cheering as she went under for the ninth time in a minute.” Puff. Swig. Exhale. “After two minutes somebody thought to pull her out,” she went on. “That record-breaking apple, only the size of a plum, was stuck in her throat. It was a Saturday.”


I remember finishing a bag of licorice and feeling sick.


“Alicia Brown, nineteen-forty-two. She married Marieke’s eldest son. Alicia was a Red Cross nurse in the Second World War. She couldn’t pass a bundle of fur by the roadside without stopping to check for a pulse. One day she pulled over to drag a dead cat out of the middle of the road and she was clipped by another car. She landed face first in a ditch and drowned in a few inches of mud.”


“Which day?” I was dog-tired and all I wanted to do was close my eyes, but when Vivienne was on a roll, you had to play along.


“What do you think?”


“Was it a Saturday?”


“Now you’re catching on.” She tipped the dregs of the vodka onto the hot coals and stared at the eerie blue flame. “Belle Brown, nineteen-fifty-six. Saturday night, of course. Belle was going dancing with a nice boy from a good family. She ran a hot bath and stepped in . . . ”


“She drowned in the bath?”


“No. Before she could sit down, the phone rang. Belle got out of the bath, went to the kitchen, picked up the receiver and slipped on the wet floor. She hit her head, the cord wrapped around her throat, and she choked to death.”


“That’s not drowning.”


“But there’s always water. Don’t you see?”


“Belle didn’t have kids, then,” I said, yawning. “So who was next?”


“Now we’re getting to the good stuff. Belle had a younger brother. My father. He was only ten when his sister died and he never forgot about the Brown women’s curse. He vowed never to marry—but he fell in love.”


“Who with?”


“Here’s the amazing thing. She was an athlete, a swimmer. Arielle Dubois. She’d crossed the English Channel three times before they even met, and once after. If there was ever a woman who could beat the curse, she was the one.”


“My grandmother? How did she die?” I imagined a tall woman with gills and a pattern of shimmering, blue-green scales instead of skin. I still think of her like that.


“Well, they married late and Arielle Dubois stayed Arielle Dubois. She never took the Brown name. When my father became a judge they moved to a big house with no water, only what came out of the taps. But Arielle was miserable. She was dying inside. Like a mermaid out of water, she was shriveling up.”


I could picture my grandmother so clearly: She was leaning, reaching toward the sea like a carved maiden on the bow of a ship. “Did she run away?”


“No,” Vivienne said. “He knew he was losing her, so my father dug up the backyard and put in a swimming pool.”


I drew in my breath. “Did that make her happy?”


“She was in heaven. Arielle swam laps every day, even when she was pregnant with me. My first memories are of two worlds: a blue one that held my mother under it, and mine with my father, the house, a porch shaped like a hexagon, and a yellow sunhat. My father would pace while she swam the length of the pool and he watched me like a hawk. But every time she’d emerge, sleek as a seal, and he could breathe again.”


Vivienne didn’t speak for a while. She stood up, wandered away into the dark and stared at the sky. She lit another cigarette and smoked it, alone.


I waited quietly, as I knew I should. This was a new story and I wasn’t sure how it would finish. I waited so long, my eyes closed, and when she spoke again she sounded like she was still far away.


“When I was five, there was a heatwave. The ground was baked hard and the pool had to be topped up every day. After many weeks, when it finally did rain, it poured for days, with thunder and lightning. Arielle had to stay inside. She sat by the window and stared out at the pool.” Vivienne sat down opposite me with her knees to her chest. “On that first clear day—Saturday—Arielle peeled off her pajamas and left them on the floor. She ran outside and dived in. Overnight, the pool had spilled over and the earth had swollen. A huge crack had appeared in the side of the concrete pool and all the water had drained away.”


Just then a piece of wood popped in the fire. Vivienne and I jumped. That’s the noise I hear when I imagine my grandmother’s spine snapping as she hit the bottom—that wood popping. Crack.


“What did he do? Your father?”


“I’ll tell you what he did. He filled that pool up with concrete. Filled it right to the top using a hand-mixer. It took him over a year. I sat on the back step every day, watching my mother’s world disappear.”


“How do you break a curse?” I asked.


I wondered why, if water was dangerous, she was so drawn to it. Every creek, lake, or ocean we passed as we traveled, she’d shuck off her clothes and swim, even in winter. I wondered why she held me under every chance she got and counted a few seconds more each time, until I could hold my breath for a full three minutes.


Vivienne wedged her tongue between the gap in her teeth, something she did when she was thinking. “The way I see it, you have two options. Run, run like hell,” she said. “Or dive in.” She stood and leaned so close to the fire, I thought she might fall. As an afterthought, she said, “That’s why I called you Friday.”


She swayed like a strong wind had caught her, fell sideways onto her canvas swag, and passed out.


It was a story that left me feeling bereft. But in the end I was an eleven-year-old girl with a belly full of baked beans and licorice; sleep won, and the next day the sun came up like it always did and we moved on like we always had.


◆ ◆ ◆


When death finally caught up with my mother, it was no stealth attack—she knew it was coming. It started as a lump in her breast. The lump got bigger and she got smaller and smaller until there was nothing of her left. It seemed the Brown curse had missed its mark and plain old cancer had got there first.


Watching someone you love die is like driving through fog. You know you’re headed somewhere but you can’t see your hand in front of your face; you’re so focused on steering without crashing that you never say the things you want to say. I’ll tell you what else you don’t do—you don’t laugh, you don’t dance, you don’t play loud music. You don’t put on what she called ‘your teenager face’ and take food from her plate. You don’t borrow her clothes anymore because all you can think when you’re wearing them is that she won’t. Wear them. Again. And the most important thing you don’t do is ask her all the questions you have racked up like flashcards—cards that you want to flip over and have her fire off answers so you can write them on the back for future reference.


Before you go. How do you get mascara off a white T-shirt?


Will I ever be a C-cup?


I knew she would probably have laughed at that, but I couldn’t risk it going the other way.


How do you know when it’s love?


Who am I, without you?


Touch was impossible. Anger ruined everything and our last conversations were thick with it. We kept inching forward, through the fog, and we made the whole journey that way. Before we knew it, we were there. The lights came on, the fog cleared—and she was gone.


The night she died, I overheard a conversation between Vivienne’s nurse and the doctor who came to sign her out.


“Cause of death? What gave out first?” the nurse said.


The doctor shook his head. “It’s unusual to happen so quickly, but her lungs were full of fluid. Out of the blue, just like that. She drowned.”





PART 1



THE CITY





WHO YOU ARE FROM MOMENT TO MOMENT IS JUST A STORY.


—Chuck Palahniuk, Invisible Monsters





CHAPTER ONE



I LEFT IN THE NIGHT.


The clock downstairs chimed the witching hour—gong, gong—and I used the sound to smother the grate of the zipper on my backpack. I laced up my boots and slipped on my fleece-lined jacket. I took only what was mine: my old canvas swag with my pillow and sleeping bag rolled inside, my few clothes, and the photograph, because without it I had nowhere to go.


That photo was my one planned move—after that, life was a lucky dip. The edges were fuzzy and worn thin. One corner was peeling away. The faded image of the man with his arm slung across Vivienne’s shoulder was familiar, not because he was somebody I’d met, but because I’d looked at it a thousand times, trying to picture myself as a hybrid version of the two of them. I looked like Vivienne. She would have been a couple of years older than I was then. Like me, she let her dark hair grow down to her waist and rarely wore makeup; unlike me she was tall and thin as a reed. We had the same gray eyes. But it was a bitter truth when I realized that I wasn’t beautiful like her, that a fraction here or there could be the difference between people staring or being indifferent.


That night, I left a room I’d dreamed about since I was little. A doll’s room, with white furniture and lace curtains. Innocent things. A bed and bookcase and desk that seemed like one creation, flowing from one to the other. You could run a finger along the surfaces and end up right back where you started.


I left the things Grandfather had given me in a sad pile on the desk—a watch that looked too big on my wrist, a laptop computer, a string of pearls, a set of keys.


Every step was deafening. My breathing was too loud, my jeans scraped as I walked. The corner of my jacket caught on the newel post at the top of the stairs. I flailed in space before my hand found the rail with a smack.


I waited for a long minute. From there I could get back to my room—any further downstairs and I risked discovery, and lockdown. I checked behind me, along the dark hallway. Nothing.


The house had wings. I’d never seen anything like it. The east wing, where Grandfather slept, was to my right. The west wing, all my own, to the left. There were seven doors off the west wing and I’d only ever stepped through two of them. The house was too still—it didn’t sigh or shift its weight the way old houses should. It seemed to be holding its breath.


The staircase was a gauntlet of eyes: ancient portraits of men wearing flowing gowns and dusty white wigs. There was only one painting of a young woman. She had the glassy gaze of a reluctant sitter, pearls choking her throat, her nails polished and smooth. It was Vivienne, but from another time. Before. The Vivienne I knew had nails that were bitten and she wore junk jewelry with marbled stones that were like tiny worlds. She never wore pearls. And she could never sit still that long.


At the bottom of the stairs was a room that used to be a sitting room. A lamp was switched on, an unblinking eye, watching. There was the bed where Vivienne had lain for three months while her spirit soared on a morphine cloud, a dent still in the mattress, a groove where her hip bones had dug in, the precious hollow in the pillow.


I couldn’t pass it without looking—but there was nothing for me anymore.


I stepped through the entrance hall on the balls of my feet. Into the dining room with its boardroom table, tinkling chandelier, and an everlasting decanter of whiskey. It seemed never to empty, though Grandfather filled his glass over and over.


For forty-two nights, he and I had sat at each end of the table, as divided as continents, pushing food around our plates. We went days without speaking. Vivienne had taken me back to her father’s house so that she could die and I could have a future, but I wanted to be gone because, without her, none of it was bearable. Everything tidy and polished and civilized—even our grief.


I passed through the endless galley kitchen and slipped out through the back door.


The night air was cold and still. I hoisted my backpack and buttoned my jacket. Grandfather’s cat wound between my legs and beseeched me with lime-colored eyes. I ran my hand along its rippling spine. The feel of it—so alive—made my eyes ache.


I took my hand away and the cat wailed and slashed the air with its tail.


“Shhh!” I hissed and stomped my foot. The gravel crunched underneath.


I looked back at the house.


In another life it could be a country house from an Enid Blyton book—all rambling garden and dappled sunlight and hidden treasure. Fond cousins and lashings of lemonade with the odd mystery and midnight feast. It was a house made for happy endings, but there I was, standing in the dark with a yowling cat, everything I owned crammed into a backpack.


I was the sum of two people, one dead, the other unknown. I’d lived in a hundred small towns and I’d never known another person for my whole life, except Vivienne. Every memory before this was sweet and real. But now she’d got it wrong—this wasn’t my future. Her legacy should be more than a string of pearls and a grandfather I didn’t know. Vivienne taught me that life was short, and if it wasn’t sweet you were in the wrong place with the wrong people.


Time to go, Friday Brown, she’d say, and so the next chapter would begin. Sometimes it would be a whisper in the dark and I would feel her broken heart beating against my back; other times, a casual aside in conversation, as if it had just occurred to her that she had somewhere else to be. We craved new beginnings.


Suddenly the sensor lights flicked on and I was drowning in brightness. I blinked and raised my arm over my eyes. An upstairs window flew up. For a second I saw my mother there, framed in a halo of light, but it was just him, Grandfather, with his old man’s hair gone static and wild. He frowned, fists braced against the sill.


I had the sensation of time winding in a loop.


He stared at me.


I stared at him.


I knew I’d be away before he even got to the landing, but still I felt trapped in his glare.


He lobbed something at me. A bundle, the size of a half brick, that fell short and tumbled to my feet. He nodded at it and regarded me carefully as if what I did next would give him some measure of me.


I picked it up, felt its weight in my palm, caught the scent of new ink. A wad of fifties, bound in rubber bands. Hundreds of them, probably more than ten thousand dollars. I thought of Vivienne—turned away from here with nothing, my lifetime ago—and I made my choice. It was a choice based on stupid pride and dumb loyalty, and it would change everything.


I threw the bundle onto the porch, turned my back, and started walking.


I had a purse with my own money. Enough to start over. If there was one thing I knew—one thing I could do without a map, with my eyes closed and my hands tied behind my back—it was starting over. Except this time I had to do it on my own.


The sensor lights flicked off.


Clouds of breath, numbness in my fingers and toes. A pale slice of moon threw a sickly light, just enough to see by. When I reached the front gates, I looked back.


He was gone. The windows were dark and shuttered.


Grandfather was letting me go.





CHAPTER TWO



HITCHHIKING WAS DANGEROUS.


Vivienne had rules about it and, like the one she made about not calling her Mum, they were absolute. Never hitch alone. Never get into a car with a man on his own. Never get in with a man who makes his dog ride in the truck bed or has a crucifix hanging from the rear view mirror. She reckoned people who dangled a crucifix needed absolution for something more than everyday sin. And never, ever, stay with a person who doesn’t ask your name.


An old man in a blue pickup truck picked me up on the freeway. I’d been walking for about an hour, blinking like a possum in the headlights. Huddled into myself from the cold.


The cab was stifling. Empty cans rolled on the floor. The man had lizard skin and fists like boxing gloves.


“Shouldn’t be out here. It’s the middle of the night. I’ve got a granddaughter about your age,” he said. Then, “What’s your name?”


I told him I was Liliane Brown but they called me Friday. I couldn’t remember who ‘they’ were anymore. I told him my mother was dead and I was going to live with my father. That I was seventeen. I asked him to drop me in the city so I could catch a train to my father’s house.


I pulled the photograph out of my backpack. Prof. Green, Uni, 1994 was scrawled on the back in Vivienne’s handwriting. The man clutched a book to his chest, the word Henry just visible between his fingers. These were my only clues. He could have been nobody important, but it was his smallness, his dancer-grace that made me think there was more to him. Over time, Vivienne had discarded or lost the few old photos she’d had. Some were left behind; some were burned in fits of despair. But she kept that one.


I showed the old man the photo with its furred creases and he saw a resemblance, even though there was none. I said I was going to finish school and then go to college. That my father loved and missed me very much but my mother wouldn’t let me see him.


Not much of it was truth.


He clucked his tongue and I heard the pop and suck of false teeth. “I’ll drop you at the station,” he said, and reached across my legs with his scaly arm.


I couldn’t help it, I shrank back.


He looked at me with pity and flipped open the glove box. A jumble of stuff fell out but he left it on the floor. He fumbled about and dropped a plastic-wrapped square onto my lap. A sandwich. Corned beef and pickle and something limp and green.


I hadn’t cried for forty-two days. Not since the nurse had unhooked Vivienne, the day they took the last of her away and a half-empty saline bag dripped onto the floor. I hadn’t cried since that night when I slept in her T-shirt so I could smell her, but all that was left was the scorching scent of bleach and Betadine.


But that sandwich did it. The crusts were off and the cling wrap had hospital corners. I blubbered the whole way.


◆ ◆ ◆


The old man dropped me right in front of the train station. He watched me as I walked into the station and didn’t pull away until I waved.


It seemed the city had no curfew. I expected everything to be dead that early in the morning but there were people everywhere. Not just night-people. A woman pushing a covered pram shoved past me. Three guys with sullen faces squatted, smoking, by the doors. One flicked his butt at my feet and waggled his tongue. I looked away. Tall buildings leaned in and squeezed the air out; the dark there was more sinister than any dark I’d ever felt, even with a million pinpricks of light from windows and doorways. Give me the absolute dark of the outback at midnight, where you can sense what’s coming. The city felt alien and unsafe.


I found a bench inside the station and curled up on my side with my backpack for a pillow. A rain moth the size of a sparrow crawled out of a drain and headed toward the light, antennae twitching. I watched it for a while. I closed my eyes and when I opened them again, it was gone. My eyelids were so heavy. Trains came and went as sleep dragged me under.


I dozed. I cupped my hands over my ears to shut out the commotion, but most of the white noise was inside my head. Something fluttered near my ear and I slapped it away. I felt the dry brush of wings against my neck, but my hand closed over air. I grabbed again and felt something warm. Skin.


I snapped upright and my neck was cricked, my hip sore and stiff.


A boy was crouched next to me, stone-still, his hand outstretched. Part feral-child, part old man. Clear blue eyes and matted hair like silvery fairy floss.


“Hey, what are you doing?” I croaked.


He scuttled sideways like a sand crab. He could have been twelve or forty and he was strange-looking, otherworldly. Then he smiled and I saw that he was younger than I was because he didn’t quite fit into his teeth.


“What are you smiling at? I haven’t got anything. Look.” I wrenched open my pack and pawed through my things. “See, nothing. I haven’t got anything for you!” I yelled. “Go away.”


He sidled closer and whipped out a pack of cigarettes. He shook one out and it fell to the ground. Nonchalantly, he picked it up and jammed it between his lips. He sat next to me with his back against the wall and smoked the whole thing without using his hands.


“What do you want?” I asked.


He shrugged.


I pretended to be busy rummaging through my bag. Early commuters were lining up along the platform. A train whooshed in and out. The platform was left nearly empty.


Still he sat there. He pulled his hoodie over his face, folded his arms, crossed his ankles. Appeared to fall asleep.


I could smell bacon or something greasy and good. I needed food. My stomach whined and the boy shifted. I jammed my backpack on, hoisted my swag, and thought about what to do next.


Without thinking, I fished out a twenty-dollar note.


Everything happened at once.


The boy, not sleeping, darted in front of me, quick as a rat. I yanked my hand away and spun around. He was fast and fluid like a practiced thief, except that he was past me and the twenty was still in my hand.


“Hah.” I gloated.


He was gone, empty-handed.


He bolted for the platform and I could see what had got him moving. The young mother, turned away from her baby in its pram, holding her phone up to the light. The pram, rolling away, down toward the track. A pink fist waving. A woolen sock dangling from a tiny foot.


I went after him but my legs were stiff, my boots heavy. The boy got there as the pram tipped over the edge. He hesitated for a moment, then leaped onto the track.


“Your baby!” I screamed at the woman.


She was registering the vanished pram, the coming train, the gurgling screams from below. Her comprehension was slow and painful. The train screeched and slowed, but not enough, not in time.


I reached the edge of the platform and looked over the edge. The pram came back up, as if plucked by the hand of God. I grabbed the handle and heaved the pram onto the platform.


The mother snatched the baby up and crushed it to her chest. It was red-faced and screaming, but whole. Alive. The train lurched two, three times, hissed, and stopped.


People came from everywhere. A security guard questioned the mother.


“He’s still down there!” I yelled at him.


“Who?” he asked.


“The boy. The one who saved the baby! Move the train!”


The mother turned her white, shocked face to me. “I didn’t see a boy. Only you.” Her voice was calm and she nuzzled her child as if memorizing his smell. “I saw you pull him up.”


I wanted to slap her.


“He’s still under it. Move the train!” I paced along the edge of the platform, shouting, arms raised. Fistfuls of hair. “Pleeaaase. Just move the train!”


After some discussion, the driver stepped onto the platform. He pointed at me. “I saw her pull it up. That’s it. There’s nobody down there.”


I paced some more.


The guard looked at me with suspicion. After long minutes, the driver moved the train.


I stared down at the rails. Nothing. No blood or pieces. No proof of a wild boy with silver hair. I wasn’t convinced until the guard jumped down onto the track and looked under the train car. Still nothing.


I collapsed onto the bench and tried to breathe. Half the crowd was calling me a hero, the other half was saying I must be crazy, on drugs. A guy held his mobile phone in front of my face and took my picture.


The mother was escorted to an office, still clutching her baby close. The guard asked me to stay to answer some questions for a report.


“It’s a miracle,” said a batty old woman in pajama bottoms. Her eyes were murky with age, but she was the only person who looked me in the eye.


I stared after the mother and baby. A group of people huddled around them, trying to touch the miracle baby.


This was not my miracle, it was theirs. I just witnessed it. Moments like that, I thought maybe there was a God, a fickle puppet-master who decided it was time to remind us that life isn’t just an echo of the Big Bang—that we’re here, with beating hearts.


The guy with the mobile phone snapped another picture. I jerked my hand up to cover my face and the phone clattered to the ground.


“Hey!” he yelled.


The crowd turned to stare.


I grabbed my things, sprinted out of the train station and onto the street. A taxi driver swerved and swore. Pale fingers of morning light poked between the buildings, and the bacon smell made my stomach groan.


Life is full of wrong turns and dead ends and pathways that peter out. They all count, even the wrong turns; they all add more to who you become. Nobody wants to be a one-way street. There are signposts if you cared to look, Vivienne always said. Something will always tell you which way to go. It could be a wet finger held up to the breeze, a scrap of paper caught underfoot, a too-bright star that calls you west.


I thought maybe I’d missed it.


I spun around. I looked up. It could be as simple as a feeling, or a sound. It could be something that would reveal itself in its own time and I’d just have to wait.


Or it could be a boy nobody saw.





CHAPTER THREE



THE BOY FOUND ME.


I was sitting in a café down a crooked street. I’d eaten a full breakfast special and ordered another. I was slurping a bottomless coffee and waiting for my order, except the food had gone down and I was full. Around me the city was awake and crawling. Buildings rose into low clouds and when I looked up, I felt dizzy. Too many people in too little space. All I wanted was to escape the crush, feel dust between my toes, and taste clean air.


The boy slid into the chair opposite. He grabbed a packet of sugar and poured it into his mouth. He stuck out his tongue and tried to look at it, cross-eyed, as the crystals dissolved.


“How?” I asked him.


He tapped his nose with a grimy finger. He grinned and mimicked a magician’s flourish with spread hands. Where did he go? Wonder-eyed, he looked around. Dusted off his hands, gave a seated bow, and leaned back with his ankles crossed.


“You saved that baby,” I said. “I thought you were dead.”


He shook his head.


I wondered if he was deaf. But he didn’t speak at all, didn’t look at my lips when I spoke, didn’t even open his mouth except to pour more sugar in. He seemed to mime everything, like a scruffy, life-sized Pierrot. When the plate came, he flashed a wistful look at it. Turned away. Even feigned disinterest was pure performance.


“You have it. I’m full,” I told him.


He nodded graciously like he was doing me a favor, discarded the fork, and folded the food into rolls. He fed them in like his tongue was a conveyor belt, stuffed it all in, no chewing.


I watched him the whole time.


Some days, when we were on the road, Vivienne and I would go for days without real food. One season, when we were picking fruit, I ate nothing but oranges and mandarins for a week. Another time it was canned tuna and toast with sugared tomatoes for dessert. I remembered hunger like that, the kind that gnawed at my gut and woke me when I was sleeping.


“What’s your name?”


He pressed his hand to his throat, pinched there, and a sigh escaped. He waggled his Adam’s apple. A faint sound came away, but I got what he said by the shape of his mouth.


Silence.


“That figures,” I told him.


He pointed at me. You?


“Lili. Liliane. But mostly I get called Friday. Why can’t you speak?”


He brushed the question away like it was stupid, or he didn’t want to talk about it, or maybe the story was just too long and too painful to tell. He pulled out a twenty-dollar bill and slipped it under the pepper shaker.


“No,” I told him. “I’ve got it.” I gave him my twenty.


He took it for a moment, then handed it back, shaking his head. His expression was regretful, but he insisted, shoving it at me and letting it go.


I grabbed the bill and went to take it up to the counter.


He snatched it back and stuffed it in my front pocket. He stabbed his bill with his finger. The impact folded back one corner and I could see it was blank underneath.


“Is that a fake?” I said, too loudly.


He put his finger to his lips and grabbed my elbow. Steered me upright and moved to leave.


“We can’t. What if we get caught?”


Come on, he mouthed. Now.


We walked away casually and broke into a sprint when we reached the corner. He was laughing or wheezing, I didn’t know which. I followed him to a park in the middle of the city that was more like a few acres of lawn where they had forgotten to put a building. A bronze statue of a horse and rider reared into the sky and a fountain dribbled pale, green water.


Silence wedged himself between the horse’s rear hooves and opened a battered leather wallet. He flipped through the compartments and turned up nothing. He tipped it upside down and shook it.


I sat next to him. “You can have this.” I held out my twenty. “Do you need to get home? Where do you live?”


He grinned and held his arms out wide to encompass the whole city.


“Seriously. Everyone has a home, don’t they?” Except me.


He took the twenty, made a nick in one side of it with his tooth, and tore it neatly into two unequal pieces. My eyes bulged and he smiled, tapped his nose again. He put the smaller piece into his pocket and crooked his finger. Come.


Silence sauntered into a bank like he was a secret millionaire. We waited in the line until we were called up by a weary-looking woman who eyeballed Silence with affection and suspicion.


“Another mute?” she said and held out her hand.


“That’s not very nice,” I told her.


Silence handed over the larger piece of his torn note and the woman gave him a slick new one, snapping it between her fingers. Silence kissed her ringed hand and she blew him one back.


“I don’t even want to know what kind of racket you have going, mister,” she said and winked. “Mutes. Mutilated notes,” she said to me. “We exchange them if you have more than a half.”


I turned red.


“So, what do you do with the smaller piece?” I asked Silence when we were outside.


Using hand movements, he showed that he stuck two smaller pieces together.


“Does that always work?”


He cocked his head and shrugged. Sometimes. He pulled out his phone and texted one-handed while the other rubbed his forelock fringe into a matted mess. A minute later he received a reply that made him bounce on the balls of his feet.


Gotta go, he mimed. Have to meet someone.


“Okay. Well, thanks for the survival lesson. I’ll see you.”


He hesitated and for a second seemed to change his mind. Then he stuffed the new twenty-dollar bill into my hip pocket and left me there on the footpath.


He walked away.


I didn’t want to be alone. Not there. Not even in broad daylight. I didn’t know anything about the city, just that it smelled and my feet hurt and the people didn’t make eye contact. The air was too thick and stuck in my throat. The noise was constant and I couldn’t think about what I was going to say before it came out of my mouth. Everything was garbled and strange.


Even if my father were there, somewhere, there was no reason why he’d even suspect I existed. Vivienne was gone and with her any sure thing I’d ever had.


“Hey!”


He stopped. Raised one silvery eyebrow. The morning sun caught in the fine mat of his hair and it floated around his head like dandelion fluff.


“I have money. I can give you money.” I rummaged in my bag until my hand closed over my purse. I held it out like a prayer. “Here, take whatever you need,” I babbled.


He stared at the purse and shook his head.


“Take me with you,” I said, and shoved two fifties toward him. I blurted out something that had been wound in my gut like a rabbit trap. In that moment it snapped closed and became real. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”





CHAPTER FOUR



SILENCE MOVED THROUGH THE PEDESTRIAN traffic like quicksilver. It was hard to keep up, lugging my backpack and swag. I slogged against the flow, rebounding off people’s shoulders and handbags like a giant pinball. Just when I thought I’d lost him, he would reappear on a street corner, waiting.


“Hang on.” I puffed and repositioned my backpack so the straps didn’t dig in.


Silence checked his phone again and his mouth moved. Hurry, he mouthed at me. He pointed to himself and drew a finger across his throat.


We jogged for at least five or six city blocks, weaving in and out of traffic. Silence jaywalked most of the time. Taxi drivers beeped at him, but other cars stopped as if he was a policeman directing traffic. Some smiled and waved us past and Silence bowed his thanks.


Outside the center of the city, buildings were smaller, the people less harried. We cut through an underground parking garage and came up in a quiet lane where seedpods burst under my feet. I wondered if that was how roller-skating felt. We worked our way through winding streets and alleys into a residential area where rows of old terraced houses were strung along like paper-chains. Some looked abandoned and unloved, with gappy picket fences like a mouthful of rotten teeth. Climbing vines shrouded the fences and spread over the footpath. There were windows so thick with grime, you couldn’t see through them. Some houses had been renovated and restored: porches swept clean, Audis parked outside, topiaries in pots by the doors.


My feet burned in my tight boots.


“How much further? Where are we going?” Even with the cool breeze I was sweating and out of breath.


Silence grabbed my hand and pulled me into another alleyway. The smell of something recently dead made me gag.


It was unnaturally quiet.


“Is this where you live?”


Silence pursed his lips. Shhh. Crooked his finger again. Follow me. He pressed on a panel in a timber-slatted fence and it swung open like a trapdoor.


The garden beyond was a jungle of tangled, shoulder-high weeds, except for a narrow path trodden through the middle. I stepped over a patch of singed grass, perfectly round like a crop circle, where a fire must have started but not caught. A massive fig tree leaned over a rickety fence; its roots had punched through a concrete path.


He led me past a shallow, stagnant pond covered with a layer of green scum. The air around us vibrated with the hum and click of insects. A black and eel-like thing uncoiled and slid under the surface; something else skittered away through the tall grass, leaving a trail of waving stalks.


“Nice place you have here,” I joked to cover my unease.


Silence frowned and pressed a finger to his lips. Shhh.


We exited the jungle under a drooping veranda at the rear of a terraced house. Yellowed newspaper was taped to the windows. The door was padlocked shut. Silence crept along an uneven stone path and tapped on a darkened window that I figured must lead to a basement or cellar. He waited. When nothing happened, he reached up and knocked gently on a ground-floor window. Taptap . . . taptaptap . . . tap. Nothing. Again, the same sequence. Taptap . . . taptaptap . . . tap.


“Maybe there’s no one home,” I whispered.


Silence slumped. He slid down the wall and wrapped his arms around his knees.


I looked up at the window and a white face appeared. I gasped and took a step backward. “There’s someone in there.”


Silence scrambled to his feet and waved at the face. He pulled me over to the basement window. A snap, a click, and the window shuddered open, leaving just enough space to crawl through. Silence went first, dragging my backpack with him. He gestured for me to follow.


I hesitated for a moment. I stared into that gaping hole, then looked back at the sunlit garden. I had a fear of dark, enclosed spaces that bordered on claustrophobia. My heart was beating too fast. Another sinuous movement, a hissing noise in the sun-striped grass, and I grabbed Silence’s hand and let him pull me into the cellar.


He reached through the window and hauled my swag after him.


Inside, the air was damp and cold. There was nothing but an old fridge and crates of empty bottles and cans.


Swift and sure-footed, Silence moved toward a steep staircase over the other side of the room, my backpack slung over his shoulder.


I stayed perched on the sill to let my eyes adjust to the dim light.


The girl who let us in sat on the bottom step of the staircase. She looked about sixteen. Everything about her was faded: her short yellow hair, washed-out blue eyes, denim jacket. She was so thin and pale she seemed almost transparent.


She chewed viciously on a fingernail and glared at us.


“You’re in trouble,” she taunted Silence, without taking her eyes off me. “You’ve had two lockouts and you’re sixty down on your contributions.”


Silence flipped her the finger, then curled it into a ‘come hither’ for me.
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