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PROLOGUE


July 30


There were five people in Alana’s living room. Only four were alive.


Yes. There was a dead body in the Oakley house. How could you tell which one? It was the only one not saying a word.


The living room was like a cavernous canyon with its very own echo.


CrudCrudCrud


Omigodomigodomigod


Wearesodeadsodeadsodead


To find out why there was a dead body in the house we need to journey back through time. Back to the day when Alana’s new neighbours moved in.


The ones she thought were vampires.


SHUT. UP. AND. LET. ME. THINK.


... You heard her. Let’s go... We’ll come back and have a look at the body later.




CHAPTER 1


A spooky dump


February 6


There are always empty plots of land, condemned buildings or abandoned construction sites that raise the hair on your neck and make you walk twice the speed as you go past. There was a house like this on the corner of the street where Alana lived. It sat across the road from hers with broken windows like baleful eyes covering a lesioned body. In contrast, Alana’s home was an unremarkable double-storey, semi-detached house in red brick. From the outside, you would never know it had a dozen botched-up D.I.Y.-jobs, or a Christmas tree permanently set up in her mum’s office. It looked ... normal.


Alana lived there with her mum, Emma Oakley – freelance journalist, organiser of disastrous birthday extravaganzas and a self-confessed danger magnet. It was just the two of them now; Alana’s dad, Hugo, passed away five years ago.


To the left of them was Mr Peyton, with whom they shared a wall. Peyton was a grumpy retiree with a face like a walnut. He was obsessed with his leaf blower and kept to himself. “Harrumph,” he would say by manner of greeting every morning before disappearing indoors. Alana never knew if it was from the effort of bending down to retrieve the daily paper because of rickety knees, gout, and a beer belly, or because he didn’t like to talk. To their right was the polar opposite: new neighbour, Mrs Whetu; hair in rollers and beady blue eyes peeled for gossip to dole out to ‘the gels’ at the local R.S.L. And didn’t Emma’s friends, Katriona and Ling Ling, provide topics by the truckload! Forget their midnight raids of Sydney’s Zoo to kidnap a penguin or their trip to liberate chickens ... just visiting was enough!


“What did they wear this time, Ma?” the gels would ask, falling forward in expectation, mouths half full of Today’s Special. Her audience’s eyes would roll in lascivious glee as Mrs Marama Whetu described every bizarre deed in intimate detail. They could never get enough. Although none of them had ever seen the women in person, they were confident they would know them in an instant...


...Emma Oakley – a petite, Filipino woman with uncontrollable brown hair and dark eyes. She carried a large, patchwork bag with her everywhere and tended to walk around in a dream or scribble words on random surfaces (sometimes even the car!)


...Ling Ling Shu – a taller, slimly-built Asian woman from Singapore who loved over-the-top accessories. Only her skin was a constant colour (as pale as milk), while her eyes, nails and hair changed more frequently than a chameleon.


...Katriona Karovsky – a blonde, statuesque woman from Russia, whose wardrobe from the Seventies showed off  her classic pear-shaped figure when it wasn’t in figure-hugging pelts and prints.


Yes, the gels would recognise them anywhere.


The houses on Alana’s street stood in uniform attention like a row of soldiers, ready for duty. The derelict house stood out like a deserter. Alana Oakley, aged fourteen and five months, cycled past it every day to get to school. Today she slowed and sat on her bike, one foot on the curb and stared.


Someone was moving in.


The house had been empty for as long as she could remember. It wasn’t hard to imagine why. It was huge and spooky in the way only old houses could be. The building had lost its fight against weeds and creepers that bullied their way through windows and cracks in the walls. The garden all but obscured the towering structure.


The house had its very own turret.


Not exactly a popular architectural feature in the Marrickville neighbourhood. Or anywhere else in Australia for that matter.


The real estate listing in the agent’s window had been up for so long it had faded to a whisper of blue:




This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to own a substantial property in the coveted inner west city. This character-filled abode presents generous living spaces and elegant period details. Located only a stone’s throw to vibrant Newtown, this is a haven of space and charm, possessing all the appeal of its original features. Whether you are looking for your first step on the property ladder, or an ideal investment, this is perfect for D.I.Y.-ers who enjoy the challenge of transforming a blank canvas into a dream home. Update or renovate this unpolished gem.





In other words it was a dump. A creepy, old dump. Even in house-deprived Sydney where decent real estate sold at indecent prices, the house had refused to sell. And now it had. Alana was nonplussed. The new tenants must be desperate, insane or blind.


Alana pushed off to restart her journey when something caught her eye. Alana was used to Goths wasn’t Newtown full of them? – with their pallid skin, dark eye make-up and gloomy daywear, but somehow the two youths in front of the old house looked almost too Gothic; their sunken eyes were a little too bright and skin just a little too pale. They lounged against random bits of unpacked furniture scattered in the overgrown yard like a dazzling photoshoot for edgy urban-wear. The girl was perched on an ornate chair. She was younger than Alana, shorter (although not by much), and favoured heavy eye make-up in a bruised blue to match her nail colour. The boy looked older. He was leaning against an oak sideboard. Early Victorian, if the shapes of the legs are any indication, Alana thought to herself. She knew a lot about antiques. When you lived so close to King Street and its eclectic, vintage shops, it was hard not to. The boy had short, dark spiky hair that hinted at a shade of burgundy. The style showed off his high cheekbones and light-coloured, deep-set eyes. His severe expression stopped him from being handsome in the conventional sense, but he was striking in the way a cobra is and, Alana suspected irrationally, just as dangerous.


The new neighbours stared back, not moving. Alana was reminded of mannequins. An adult voice full of impatience, called from behind a teak wardrobe: “A little help here?” This galvanised the pair into action, but not before Alana felt she’d been weighed, measured, categorised and discarded. What did the new neighbours see when they looked at her, Alana wondered. Was it her ‘average-ness’ that put them off? She didn’t have her friend, Sofia’s, proud, aquiline nose or wild, mane of dreadlocks. Nor did she have Maddie’s mesmerising eyes, the same shade of turquoise as the Coral Sea. And even though her friend, Khalilah, had dark brown hair like she did, (minus Alana’s magenta streak) Khalilah had a presence about her that demanded your attention, a charismatic air that drew you to her ... no matter what wacky scheme she was hatching. Up until that moment, Alana had been content with her nondescript nose, hazel eyes, skin the colour of lightly warmed toast,and dimples which she’d inherited from her father, but now she felt ordinary. Ordinary and boring. Alana clutched her jacket a little closer, regretting the heavy book inside her school satchel. Why did Sofia have to lend her a book on vampires? And why did the neighbours have to remind her of them?


Alana risked one last glance before she took off, just as the boy bared his fangs in a smile. Fangs?!


Alana turned and pedalled faster than she normally would have because she didn’t want to be late for the first day of school. Not because she heard a peal of laughter like fingernails against a chalkboard, followed by a derisory drawl: “You are so immature, Will.”


No, definitely not because of that.






CHAPTER 2


Wishful thinking


Do you believe in vampires? Alana didn’t. Not until that morning. The uncertainty snuck into her body like an ill-placed itch. It niggled and gnawed. She tried to ignore it – like she had the creepy home – but when least expected the suspicion flashed in front of her like a cat pouncing on a darting shadow.


It was ... unsettling.


Shall we take another look at the body? Just a quick one? You can avert your eyes if you like while I describe it.


The body is thickset. It is heavier than it looks. (That had been a surprise). It is dressed in conservative blue, arms by its side. A plain band of white marks the ring finger of the left hand. Hands that are the gnarled, knotted results of a battle with arthritis lost.


Magazines, a mug that reads ‘Instant human: Just add coffee’, and a Pink Floyd CD have been


shoved onto the floor to make room on the coffee table for the body. It doesn’t fit. Or it does, but in the way a boy’s shorts feel when he is ready for long trousers.


The body is doing a very good impression of planking.


It is a stiff, after all.


“When I said I wished she were out of my life and could drop dead, I didn’t think she would do this,” somebody cries. The accusation is like a pigeon with a broken wing let loose among cats. It scrambles up the walls and down the curtains, now drawn to hide the spectacle from prying eyes. It limps across the wooden floors without gaining any real traction and spins like an ungainly ice dancer. And in its wake it loosens the lips of the spectators so the echoes resound again.


CrudCrudCrud


Omigodomigodomigod


Wearesodeadsodeadsodead


Be careful what you wish for.






CHAPTER 3


Bedridden blues


“I wish I were dead!”


While Alana was rushing away from her new neighbours, her mum, Emma, was in an apartment around the corner from her school to visit Ling Ling and Katriona. Although the melodramatic declaration ended on a very real-sounding sob, Ling Ling knew better than to be concerned. She took one look at the lump in the bed that was her flatmate and business partner and threw back a pair of heavy, gold retroprint curtains. Ling Ling could easily survey King Street’s traffic jam from here. The flat sat above their make-over salon, The Beauty Bar, which had unbeatable street frontage on Newtown’s main road.


Down below, a semitrailer wheezed to a stop with an accordion’s gasp and squeak. The driver waved his early morning coffee-to-go at Ling Ling in greeting. Ling Ling never outgrew the childhood habit of waving at strangers and now an odd collection of people waved every morning at the-woman-in-the-window whom they had never met.


“It’s a beautiful day,” Ling Ling said. The day was, in fact, grimy and dull. Even the marigolds in the window flower box looked depressed in sympathy.


The sudden show of light, however anaemic, was too much for Katriona’s pet cat, Jinx. He gave a yowl of protest from the foot of the bed, and took off down the stairs. He was surprisingly fast considering he only had three legs.


Katriona instinctively squinted under the covers against the glare of Ling Ling’s outfit which was bound to be unbearably cheerful. Even with her eyes shut, Katriona was right. Ling Ling was two shades of lime green (hair), buttercup yellow (mini-overalls), and sparkly (hat). She was the very picture of Australian patriotism ... had it not been for the candy-striped thigh-highs in red and white. She looked like an Asian outback Christmas elf.


The lump in the bed did not move.


“Looks like Arnie is doing his chin-ups,” Ling Ling said temptingly.


Katriona’s thin nose edged out from under the covers. “With shirt, or without?” came the muffled response.


They had given the bodybuilder next door the nickname, ‘Arnie’, after their favourite ‘tough-guy’ actor. And he had no idea he was part of the vista from Katriona’s bedroom. His apartment was half a storey lower than Katriona and Ling Ling’s. He was so close they could change his TV channels with their remote which was a lot of fun on a quiet Saturday night. The windows were angled so Katriona could only see random bits of his body jump in and out of frame. From what she could see he was very fit. The beginnings of a tattoo in red, blue and yellow sat above the top of his gym shorts but it was too hard to make out what it was. Was it a flag? A Celtic symbol? Fake underwear? Katriona wasn’t sure. Had she written the real estate listing for her own home it would have sounded something like this:


Café lifestyle — Located at the northern end of King Street, this unusually generous two-bedroom apartment offers New York-style city living plus an opportunity to work from home with a shop-house below. Cafés, restaurants and bars at the door, easy walk to Sydney University and Royal Prince Alfred Hospital with unbeatable views of King Street and hunk next door. The ultimate Newtown address for ambitious, glamorous young urbanites.


In fact, Katriona had no idea if ‘Arnie’ was Hunk or Hulk. From the look of his back hair Ling Ling guessed part-gorilla. But Katriona had seen enough of Arnie’s muscled torso, arms and thighs to believe it was nothing a good body wax in their salon couldn’t fix. Who cared about his head?


Headless Arnie exercised every day to an audience of one, but for the first time since Katriona and Ling Ling had moved into the apartment eight years ago, Katriona did not scurry to the window to watch. Arnie, mindlessly counting the repetitions of his leg squats, had no idea today was Katriona’s special day. Or that because of it, she was upset.


“I wish I were dead!” she repeated. “And I’m nevereverevereverever getting out of bed!”


The birthday girl was not in a party mood. That much was clear. Ever since Alana had told Katriona she could see “crow’s feet” on her face, Katriona had gone a little crazy. She began chasing the ‘fountain of youth’ and tried every beauty cream, face mask and herbal remedy on the market. No treatment was too expensive or too far-fetched. But it seemed nothing could stop the March Of Time and now The Day had arrived.


Ling Ling shrugged and retreated from Katriona’s bedroom. On the way down she met Alana’s mum, Emma, struggling up the stairs with a cake shaped like a large party hat. The cone was decorated with a capital ‘K’ for Katriona, but in Emma’s haste to prepare it, the ‘K’ had been smudged into a capital ‘D’. However, all that didn’t matter because Katriona would never see her birthday cake: not because she found the ‘Life begins at 30!’-banner offensive, or because it was too early for cake, but because Emma couldn’t walk in high heels.


“Oh nooooooo!” cried Emma, tripping and flailing, as pink fondant and lilac cream smeared itself into a pastel arc along the wall.


Ling Ling dragged a long fingernail (painted with cumquat-coloured koalas, of course), through the icing. “Hmmm, needs more sugar.”


Emma landed on the bottom step, her poufy hair ensconced in the dunce-cap confection. Without it – and a lot more hair gel – she looked very much like Alana. They had the same kind of eyes, shaped like a cat’s, but while Emma’s were the colour of dark chocolate, Alana’s contained flecks of hazel that danced in the light. Although they looked similar they couldn’t be more different. Alana, for instance, would never end up with smashed cake on top of her head. Emma sighed. She had made a real effort for the big occasion, much good it did her. Today’s cheerful sundress was made for summer and sun, not sponge cake and icing. The outfit was a huge departure from the comfortable nightie and bunny slippers Emma wore every other day as she tapped on her computer churning out articles for magazines and newspapers. Getting Dressed Up was something she reserved for interviews (with Rock Stars and Politicians and the like) and High Heels for weddings. But it wasn’t every day one of your best friends turned thirty.


“I’m-old-I’m-old-I’m-old-I’m-old-I’m-old-I’m-old!” Ling Ling and Emma heard Katriona moan from upstairs. “And I’m nevereverevereverever getting out of bed!”






CHAPTER 4


Sleeping Beauty


Cassy – Maddie’s little sister – decided that she too was ‘nevereverevereverever getting out of bed’ only she didn’t know it yet. The four-year-old lay on a pile of blankets surrounded by hundreds of paper flowers made by her big sister’s friends over the summer. Cassy liked to believe the flowers hitchhiked on a dandelion breeze and landed in her letterbox by magic. These, and other fanciful thoughts, filled her head as she lay, eyes closed.


“Again,” she said.


Cassy’s mum sighed as she looked at the pile of dishes in the sink and the mountain of dirty clothes. “Cass, I’ve read it three times already.”


“Again,” the little girl insisted, eyes squeezed shut.


And so because it was Troy’s first day at school, and Cassy’s first day without him, their mother sat down on the floor and read Cassy’s Favourite Bit from Sleeping Beauty aloud.


“Ith that how it really happenth, Mummy?” Cassy said interrupting, wide-eyed and curious. Cassy’s hair was fairer than her mum’s or her big sister, Maddie’s, with hints of gold in the curtain of brown waves, but she had the same eyes – all the Dawson children did – which were an aquamarine blue as changeable as the sea. Her chubby thumb fit nicely in the gap left by her two top missing teeth. She looked like a Christmas angel made of toffee.


Cassy’s mum snorted and then smiled. “No, love,” she said, thinking of her own life. “Not much chance of that happening.” She got up to go. “Upsa-daisy then. Off you pop and play.”


“I’m gonna wait a while,” Cassy whispered. “Jutht in cathe.”


Cassy was still there by Tea Time and wasn’t interested in moving by Lunch.


“Come on, you,” Cassy’s mum said later, a little brusquely, “you can’t lie around all day.”


Cassy’s nose remained buried in her favourite book as she turned the pages. “I’m waiting for my printhe.”


“Waiting for her prince?!” Auntie Mo scoffed, hours later. Hours where no amount of persuasion, bribery or threats could shift Cassy’s resolve. “Leave her. The sooner she realises no-one’s rescuing her scrawny butt but herself, the better!” And with that, Cassy was left lying on her mound of blankets, clutching the book of Sleeping Beauty, surrounded by a paper pile of blooms.






CHAPTER 5


Vampires VS Werewolves


Maddie had no idea her little sister, Cassy, was waiting for her prince in bed, just as Alana had no idea her mum’s best friend had taken to hers in a fit of despair. Both girls were too excited to see Khalilah and Sofia on their first day back at school. After doing a quick physical – exclaiming over Sofia’s latest good luck charm ... in her belly-button (!) and electric blue dreads, Khalilah’s weight loss (2 kilos – yay, let’s celebrate with a cream bun!) Maddie’s new old violin, Alana’s diminutive stature (now the shortest of the four) and magenta-streaked hair – they pored over the heavy book which Alana had borrowed over the summer holidays.


The book was a love story between a mortal girl, a vampire and a werewolf and it brought back memories of the girls’ own ‘love triangle’ with Flynn Tucker, last year. But because three of the girls had fallen for the Jet Tierbert-look-alike, Alana had called it a ‘love square’. The love-struck girls had gotten over their crush and now saw Flynn as a brother ... at least three of the four girls did. Sofia still insisted Alana harboured secret feelings of her own for Flynn, but was too chicken to admit it.


“Who would you choose, vampires or werewolves?” asked Sofia, keen to find out which camp they belonged to.


“Vampires for me,” said Khalilah. Her face had a cherubic mischievousness which her friends knew only too well. She wore her trademark hoodie and was sporting a new pair of glasses in rhubarb red. They were the reading kind. Her parents, Mr and Mrs Madzaini, were expecting Big Improvements in her grades as a result.


Maddie disagreed, lowering her violin. (People rarely saw her without it.) “No way! Werewolves for sure. How about you, Alana?”


Alana was too busy watching her new neighbours glide down the corridor of lockers towards the administration office. She gulped. Of all the schools they had to choose to go to, it had to be hers: Gibson High! For Alana it was a no-brainer. “Yep, werewolves. All the way,” she said loudly. “And Will had better keep those fangs of his to himself!” she muttered.


But Sofia, who had also spotted the new students, and was eyeing Will, in particular, was quick to even up the vote. As the Gothic duo passed, Sofia pulled back her blue dreadlocks into a thick ponytail, exposing the lucky amulets she wore around her delicate neck. Alana swore she could see Will’s nostrils quiver. She grabbed Sofia’s arm and jerked her back. The violent movement made them stumble into another couple behind them. Coach Kusmuk and Miss Beatrice!


There was a growl.


Miss Beatrice, formerly a nun of the Benedictine Sisters from St Bernadette’s College, and now the girls’ Music teacher, was quick to place a pacifying hand on Coach Kusmuk’s arm. “Raindrops on roses,” she began to sing to the unhappy teacher. It was a well-known fact that Miss Beatrice adored musicals and sang at every opportunity. Kusmuk’s bulldog stance was the perfect trigger to launch into one of her favourites from The Sound of Music. “Where’s your banana?” Miss Beatrice sang to the Roger’s and Hammerstein melody. She traced her mouth in a semicircle with one hand as a hint. With reluctance, Kusmuk’s lips turned up at the edges. The grimace looked painful. “There it is!” Miss Beatrice clapped. The pair of them moved forward, Kusmuk with a robot’s smile and clenched fists, as Miss Beatrice’s voice faded... “We simply remember our favourite things, and then we don’t feeeeeel sooo bad...”


None of the four friends exhaled until both women were gone.


“What was all that about?”


Sofia was not the only one surprised. Had that really been Coach Kusmuk, their P.E. teacher? Alana had expected a sarcastic comment from her at the very least. The coach enjoyed inflicting Public Humiliation and Pain, especially upon Alana who was Public Enemy Number One. It was a crown she’d usurped from Sofia, who’d called the coach a bird-brain the first day of high school in Year Seven. And mistaken her for another student. And a boy on top of that. No, Sofia’s crimes had dwindled into insignificance since Alana knocked their teacher out in a ‘friendly’ bout of kickboxing last year with Nurse Cathy in attendance. It didn’t help that Flynn had untied the hand-knitted straitjacket (a gift from Mrs Snell), while Coach lay unconscious. Luckily the cord of Nurse Cathy’s defibrillator had been too short. There was no telling what damage the nurse would have done otherwise. The woman was keen. Too keen!


Alana hoped she stayed healthy enough this year to avoid visits to the clinic. And she hoped Coach Kusmuk was suffering from amnesia (if that explained her odd behaviour), and while she was at it, she really hoped her mum would do something boring for her 15th later this year – after all, who organises kickboxing lessons with Kusmuk for a birthday present?


While Alana was mentally adding a school transfer for their History teacher, Mrs Snell, to her wish list, she noticed a sudden silence. Everybody was looking at her. Maddie was waiting for an answer, although to what question, Alana had no idea. She’d been too busy imagining Mrs Snell’s transfer to another State. Tasmania, maybe? The woman’s thermal underwear would come in handy there. Alana sighed. It was nice to dream. But scholarship students like her, didn’t have that luxury. They had to maintain high grades if they wanted to get the education they couldn’t afford. That was the simple reality for Alana who came from a single-parent family. Alana’s dad, Hugo, hadn’t left them penniless, but Mum, Emma’s earnings as a freelance journalist didn’t leave much left over for extras.


“Sorry? What did you say?” Alana asked.


“Khalilah wanted to know if you were happy to hang out with Jefri sometimes, to help him settle in,” Maddie repeated with a strange expression on her face.


“Of course!” Alana said. “I can’t wait to meet him.”


Jefri Madzaini, Khalilah’s older brother, had been in Brunei to finish Islamic Religious Studies. Alana wondered what he was like. Would he be like Sofia’s older brothers, all five of them as loud and as brash as each other? Or like Maddie’s little brother, Troy, shy and sweet? Alana was an only child and, not for the first time, wished she had a brother or sister to call her own. Even though her friends complained that the ones they had were too bossy, messy or annoying.

OEBPS/images/htitle.jpg
ALANA
DAKIEY

LOO PLUST
@LUNDERS






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ALANA
OAKIEEY

"‘BLOODLUST
it ”BLUNDERS

by Poppy Inkwell





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





