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For my family






PROLOGUE

Sixty-three miles from the southeastern coast of Queensland, Australia, is an island unlike any other.

Most of it has never been logged or mined or trampled by tourists shoving shells in their pockets. Much of the land is as it was prehuman. Fewer than sixty visitors are permitted at any one time.

The island is so remote, it appears as an afterthought. At roughly six miles long and one-and-a-half miles wide, it isn’t particularly large: you can hike from one end to the other in a day. But its modest three thousand acres are home to some of the most astounding biodiversity on the planet.

Like most powerful places, it has more than one name. The first is for the ship whose rusting skeleton can still be found where it wrecked on the western shore in 1803: Lady Lushington (the Aussies shorten this to “Lush”).

The second is the island’s Indigenous name, in the language of the Butchulla people: Mun’dai, meaning pretty.

Two small, uncomfortable ferries service the island daily, crossing the Coral Sea, which is part of the Pacific Ocean. And on this hot morning in mid-March, only one passenger is on board. She scans the endless ocean for so long, she begins to wonder if mysterious Mun’dai is simply the stuff of legend. Surely, there can be no life out here, so far from the mainland. But without warning, the horizon buckles, rising up. An ochre-red cliff soars out of the sea, crowned in a tangle of subtropical rainforest. An ancient world of towering pines and oversized ferns, emerald-green and prehistoric. The southern end: the highest peak.

The ferry circles the head, aiming for Mun’dai’s only wharf. A white wedding train of foam trails behind the boat. The cliffs begin to dip, steamy rainforest opening up into airy eucalypt woodland. A sea breeze picks up the scent of lemon and pine. The restless sea quiets into the clear waters of a bay. A crescent-shaped fringe of silica sand, pale as a wishbone, kisses shallows that begin as transparent as glass before deepening into a clear and tender blue.

Not another human being in sight.

Nothing but wheeling seabirds swooping graceful as calligraphy and the triumphant cries of the cicadas ringing out in the sticky, sun-drenched morning.

The ferry lifts over a swell. A bottle of white wine nudges out of the paper bags of groceries at the young woman’s feet and rolls across the boat’s metal floor. She scoops it up like an errant toddler. There are enough supplies and treats for a week, not a weekend.

The boat bumps against the wooden wharf. A loop of rope thrown, secured.

Amelia Kelly correctly suspects this is where her life will change forever.

But not for the reason she thinks.
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Stepping over the threshold of the house that faced the ocean felt like entering an abandoned palace: illicit loveliness in a life that wasn’t hers. It was so far from what Amelia Kelly understood a rental house to be that her definition of the concept was already evolving.

Press a button, and cream-colored blinds descended from the ceiling like a magic trick. The bathrooms were a sparkling marvel of marble as white as the moon. Ten different types of tea lined the drawer below the needlessly complicated espresso machine, each one organic and elegantly named: Rich Maple Chai, a love affair of sweet and spicy. The house hummed with the quiet efficiency of something beautiful and well-made. There was no trace of past tenants; someone had wiped away every fingerprint from the sparkling glass, every crumb from the polished wood floorboards. Like a hostess who greets her guests with immaculate makeup and a tray of cocktails, the house made being ready look easy.

Amelia hefted the three bags of groceries onto the kitchen counter—handsome slate—then slid the balcony door open and stepped outside. On the white sandy beach in front, red-and-white-striped deck chairs and beach umbrellas. A salt-scented breeze moved the soft needles of the casuarina trees. The only sounds were the gentle wash of the tide and the musical lilt of birdsong. Each of the seven rental houses on Lady Lushington Island faced the gumball-blue waters of Pigface Bay.

A thrill fizzed up Amelia’s body. The idea of impressing James made her feel slightly giddy, day drunk. She unpacked, ensuring the five new frilly bikinis purchased for her boyfriend’s appreciation would be the first things he saw hanging in their closet, like flirty showgirls awaiting their cue. The bright, colorful native flowers—waratahs, banksias, and bottlebrush, purchased at a farmers market on the mainland—were split into two vases. One on the raw-edge dining table for everyone to enjoy, and the other by the double bed she and James would be sharing. She figured out the Wi-Fi and the smart TV and put away a selection of everyone’s favorite foods. Surprising and delighting her best-loved people through small, altruistic acts gave Amelia a solid sense of well-being. It was so easy to do, it quietly perplexed her why it wasn’t a more widespread practice.

The house—it was called Kunyam—sat on a slight rise overlooking the bay. The ground floor had a small gym and a kid’s bedroom, neither of which she assumed her family would be using. An interior flight of wide, lightwood stairs led up to the majestic, open-plan main space on the second floor: kitchen, dining room table and sofa, two bedrooms, plus the balcony, held up on stilts. Another flight of stairs led up to the third-floor master suite.

The door to the suite was constructed from a single slab of red-brown wood. The stainless-steel handle was cool to the touch. Amelia had grown up reading books about plucky girls with big hearts who never met a barrier they didn’t surmount. She had no reason to go into the master bedroom except her own curiosity and, perhaps, a dash of self-sabotage. The door opened soundlessly into the most beautiful bedroom she’d ever seen in real life. Wonder and envy made the younger Kelly sister suck in a breath.

The bed was the size of a ship, the tub big enough for a dinner party. Colorful Indigenous art hung above a small desk, a short blurb about the artist neatly stenciled onto the wall. There was even a private deck, which offered the same view as the larger balcony downstairs, but the added elevation expanded the perspective. It felt like something out of Vogue, in the travel section that drooled over wildly unattainable lives.

But today, this was her life.

Well, the master suite wasn’t her life. The master had never been her life—not once.

But maybe, it would be soon.

The master’s earthy linens didn’t look like hotel sheets. They looked like normal sheets—normal if you were successful and lived with a spouse, not in a messy Sydney sharehouse with four other roommates. Amelia peeled the top sheet back and hopped in, reveling in the extra space and the titillation of being somewhere she shouldn’t.

You could really do things in a bed this size.

James Smith was a leading man, not one of the immature boys she’d wasted her love on in the past. He inhabited his life with intention and control. They weren’t officially engaged. Yet. But the idea that James seemed to believe his world and hers were at enough of an equilibrium they might have a future together filled Amelia with almost guilty elation. It was a reflection, she hoped, of how even though her life didn’t feel like a culmination of hard work and ambitious decisions, like her sister’s, it would all turn out for the best.

Her boyfriend was supposed to have traveled up with her, but a last-minute work dinner postponed his plans. Amelia had accepted his sincere apology graciously. Gracious was how she imagined a wife would be about her husband’s important work commitments. All Amelia wanted from the three nights on Lady Lush was for her extended family to all love James as much as she did. For James to be impressed by her extra effort and good taste and emotional maturity. For James to be impressed by her, period. For them to get one step closer to her own happily-ever-after.

Amelia Smith. The idea flicked a quick, slightly desperate feeling around her throat.

Maybe by the next family vacation, Mrs. Smith could snag the master.

Amelia remade the bed and trotted back down to the main space on the second floor, settling in the expensive-feeling leather sectional. It wasn’t a cheap holiday. Three nights on Mun’dai cost two months’ rent, which the sisters were splitting. (James had offered to kick in, which Amelia heroically declined, a move she was vaguely regretting, given the anemic state of her bank account.) But the money was for a good cause.

Lady Lushington Island had always been the traditional land of the Butchulla people, pronounced “But-cha-la”: one of more than five hundred Indigenous Australian clans. Following an extended native title case a decade before, all three thousand acres were administratively returned to the Butchulla, descendants of the tribe that had lived on the island for thousands of years prior to its “discovery” (read: invasion) by white settlers in the 1800s. In order to protect the geographic integrity and many sacred sites, the Butchulla people sensibly and cleverly decided to allow a small number of yearly visitors to the island, capped by the number of rental houses. A form of ecotourism—the strategy ensured tourists valued the island by allowing a limited number of them to see it and maintain its reputation as a beautiful, worthy place, as well as making enough money from the visitors to preserve it. Amelia had to sign a contract ensuring her family wouldn’t take so much as a seedpod with them. Indigenous Australians were allowed to hunt, fish, and camp on the island year-round, and could book the houses at a generous discount. For everyone else, the price of paradise was high. But clearly, worth it. Even the sofa felt like sinking into a marshmallowy dream.

Each house had an informational binder detailing rules, FAQs, and a detailed map. Mun’dai was roughly crescent-shaped, like a C—fat at the bottom and skinny at the top. The seven rental houses were all on the eastern-facing Blinky Beach, which looked onto Pigface Bay, named for the ubiquitous flowering ground creeper whose purple-pink and yellow blooms looked nothing like a swine’s snout.

Amelia scanned a handwritten welcome note.


Hello, Amelia & Co!

Welcome to Mun’dai, the traditional land of the Butchulla people. Your house is Kunyam, and you’ll find everything you need to know about your stay in the binder. Email, or come by the Caretaker Cabin (indicated on the map), with any questions, requests, or concerns.

Per Butchulla law, “What is good for the land comes first; if you have plenty, you must share; and if it’s not yours, you shall not take.”

Enjoy your stay in this extraordinary place.

—Liss Chambers



There was more information enclosed: a mention of the Barefoot Bar, a casual beach bar open from 5:00 p.m.; warnings about the brumbies (free-roaming horses, which despite being feral still ignited every visitor’s Black Beauty dreams) and dingoes (native wild dogs that must not be approached, fed, insulted, looked directly in the eye, referred to by their first name, etc.); tide times and canoe rental hours; a map of the island’s Indigenous sites; and details about the food. Each house could indicate the time they wanted their daily meal kit dropped off, a mix of ready-to-eat foods and easy-to-prepare meals. Did she have enough time to meet Caretaker Liss to discuss the menu? It was only listed as “a mouthwatering array of dishes that showcased Australia’s best seasonal fare.” Matty had mentioned wanting fresh Queensland shellfish in every call since they booked, and Amelia knew from experience her big sister would require a lot of fresh lime on the side.

Just as Amelia’s eyes found the time—3:12 p.m.—the ferry horn wailed, as if heralding an arriving army. There, pulling into the long wharf at the other end of Blinky Beach, her sister was here, her family was here!

Amelia threw a kimono cover-up over her cutoffs and bikini and flew down the stairs, out the front door, and onto the beach. She was most comfortable in her body when it was moving, in the air, in the world. She couldn’t help but let out a yell of pure joy. The Japanese group waiting to board smiled easily at her as Amelia galloped up the old wooden wharf, as did the gaggle of women about her age who looked sunburned and very hungover.

Matty was first off the ferry. Amelia threw herself into her sister’s outstretched arms. “You’re here, you’re here, you’re here!”

The sisters laughed and jumped and squealed, not caring at all about the commotion they were causing. Amelia hadn’t seen her mouthy, fabulous, skipped-a-grade sister in person since Matty’s wedding last year. And now she was back in Australia for good.

“Animal!” Matty laughed, using Amelia’s pet name. She pushed her sister back to get a good look at her. “You’re so blond. And thin, Jesus, I can feel your ribs. Fuck, it’s gorgeous here, look at the water. Where’s your lover?”

“Shut up, I had a cheeseburger last Monday. He had a work thing come up, he’ll be here tomorrow.” Amelia hugged her sister’s wife. Only Parker Lee could look so put together and, yes, fresh, after a punishing twenty-seven-hour flight halfway around the planet. New York to Brisbane via L.A., and her white button-down was still crisp. “Hi, Parks! It’s so good to see you!”

“You too.” Parker’s hug back was quick but warm. “Wow.” She admired the island. “It’s even nicer than the pictures. James has a work thing?”

“A dinner,” Amelia said. “With clients.” That detail was improvised. Amelia didn’t want the two women to realize she didn’t understand her boyfriend’s job: hedge fund something-or-other. James lived in Melbourne, a one-and-a-half-hour flight from Sydney. He came up one or two days a week for work. Amelia’s life had revolved around romantic, sex-stuffed hotel stays for almost six months.

Amelia’s mum, Jules, was next off the ferry, wrangling overfull tote bags. Her mum’s unruly curls were mostly contained under a practical and deeply unfashionable straw hat from Bunnings, the national Home Depot–esque chain. Cargo shorts, well-worn boots: Amelia felt a tap of worry. Her mum had brought nicer clothes than that, right?

“Muffin!” Jules embraced Amelia, as if they hadn’t just seen each other for Sunday dinner last week. “You look lovely. Where’s James?”

“Work thing,” Amelia repeated, grabbing the handle of her sister’s carry-on. “He’ll be here tomorrow morning, he’s really sorry.”

“Buggar!” Jules looked crestfallen. “We saved him some of our chips from lunch: he seemed to like them so much at Flying Fish. Glen! Where are those chips?”

“Chips?” With his slightly hunched shoulders and thinning brown hair, Amelia’s father always looked a bit like an absentminded physics professor, even though he was a sharply minded, if retired, electrical engineer.

“Yes, the chips we were saving for James!” Jules sounded annoyed.

“James isn’t coming till tomorrow.” Matty put on a pair of oversized sunglasses that gave her the look of an eccentric celebrity on vacation. “Work thing.”

Glen’s gaze moved from the wharf’s bright Welcome to Country! informational placard to a pair of masked boobies, the birds carouseling above the island’s thick canopy of trees. “I didn’t realize we were saving the chips for James.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now, he’s not coming till tomorrow!” Jules exclaimed. “Amelia, are you wearing sunscreen? Matty, did you reapply? Do the Lees need a hand with their bags? Gosh, the energy here is incredible. I can’t believe we didn’t keep those chips!”

“I have the fries.” Parker produced the greasy bag seemingly from nowhere and held them at arm’s length with the self-possession of someone unlikely to ever sneak a greasy chip.

“Oh good, I’m starving.” Matty grabbed a handful of what were clearly soggy, ordinary chips.

For the first time since hearing of James’s delay, Amelia was grateful. Imagine giving James Smith, a man who understood the global financial markets and wore the same brand of watch as Ryan Reynolds, a sad bag of cold, crap chips.

“C’mon, Animal.” Matty tugged her away from the confusion of suitcases and arriving and departing guests, heading down the wharf. “Let’s go for a swim.”
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Matty stood on the balcony of Kunyam’s master bedroom and breathed. It was and wasn’t home.

When Matty Kelly first left Australia in her late twenties, she couldn’t get on the QANTAS flight fast enough. The irritatingly perfect weather and parochial nature of a hometown teeming with ex-girlfriends felt stifling. But after seven years of battling brutal East Coast winters and a truly atrocious health care system, she’d come to appreciate her smaller, safer, sunnier homeland anew.

Even though it was early autumn Down Under, here in the tropics it felt like high summer. Mun’dai’s warm air was heavy with the herbaceous scent of the bush and sharp brine of sea salt. Familiar, yet foreign. Matty was a different person now. New York had expanded her, opened her eyes. Still, there was no denying it: “It’s fucking paradise.”

“It’s fucking paradise, mate.” Parker mimicked the accent, which made them both laugh.

Their lips met in a kiss, which started steamy, then turned silly, Matty sucking on Parker’s lower lip and pretending to eat her. Her wife laughed and pushed her off. When Matty was younger, she imagined marriage as something far more coolly elegant than it was turning out to be. Despite sincerely pledging their eternal love to each other in front of one hundred and twenty-three of their closest friends and family, they still spent hours giggling and mauling each other like puppies. Marriage was smelling your spouse’s farts and tweezing their in-grown hairs and realizing that everything Matty found impossibly charming about Parker was also the root cause of her most annoying traits—and vice versa—which all played out in a surprisingly breezy way. Even in tricky moments, Matty could usually get Parker to crack a smile by reminding her It’s just you and me in this two-man show that’s playing for the rest of our lives.

They puttered around the bedroom, unpacking, exploring, an easy ballet. Parker would take the desk facing the ocean; Matty worked in bed. Matty would make a mess in the bathroom with her dozens of testers and samples; Parker would keep the six K-beauty skincare products that she was unflaggingly loyal to in a neat line. They’d mostly given up trying to alter each other. People’s circumstances could change. Personalities rarely did.

Parker examined a painted, polished boomerang hung on the wall as art, scanning the short text that explained the cultural significance of the eyebrow-shaped hunting weapon. “Why didn’t Amelia take the suite?”

Matty shrugged but she knew why: she’d heavily implied it would be amazing if she and Parker could have the master, considering they’d be getting off such a long flight, and it was basically their babymoon (a term Matty disliked saying out loud). And, after all, they were married. “Dunno. She’s obviously planning the full show for this new one.”

Parker pulled her MacBook Air out of her carry-on. “Meaning?”

Matty wiped a smudge of Amelia’s pink lip gloss off her cheek. “Operation Barbie is in full effect.”

If her sister ever embraced the frightening potential of her own beauty, they’d lose her to ego or Los Angeles (or both). Fortunately, Amelia usually treated her good looks as something she was in reluctant possession of; an expensive car she didn’t pay for but couldn’t not use.

Matty picked up a candle next to the bed, gave it a sniff. Eucalyptus and something spicy. Candles were such a rip-off. Thirty bucks for wax and a bit of essential oil! Matty bought them regularly. “I’m worried I won’t like James.”

Parker looked up from her laptop. “You don’t like James.”

The women had met the new boyfriend over FaceTime, after which Matty declared James to be “up himself.” (Parker had to ask: conceited.)

“I just want my little sister to be happy! As happy as I am.” In the singsong voice they used when no one else was around, “I love you, boo boo.”

“I love you, too, boo boo,” Parker sing-sung it back. Matty was particularly proud that Cool Girl Parker Lee was now someone who used the phrase boo boo without thinking. “I think you should get on board with James.” Parker started typing. “It’s what Amelia wants. You’ve been so excited about seeing her.”

Matty glanced at her suitcase, decided to unpack later. Somehow Parker had already unpacked. “Yeah, I’m always excited about seeing my family. Then two days in, I’m reminded why I live in New York.”

Parker looked up. “Lived, boo boo.”

The correction caught Matty by surprise. The reality that they lived, past tense, in New York, wasn’t settling in Matty’s bones. Of course it made sense to start a family in her hometown—free health care and schools without school shootings, being close to family and the beach. Sydney was a highly livable world-class city; everyone knew that! But Matty’s brain was still running on a New York operating platform, as if the past few months of logistics and last visits to favorite everythings hadn’t happened.

Matty buried her head in a pillow. “You have to save me from Mum’s endless baby talk.” Jules spent half the ferry ride discussing Matty’s fertility levels with a group of British backpackers being dropped at a neighboring island. “I just know she’s going to spend the whole trip shoving prenatal vitamins down my throat.”

“Are you taking them?”

“Women have been giving birth for centuries without doulas or checkups or bloody prenatal vitamins!”

“Yep, and lots of them died in labor.” Parker tossed the jar of prenatal vitamins, displaying the competent athleticism she’d inherited from her father, a compact Chinese health coach prone to exercising anywhere.

Never the athlete, Matty missed the catch. The bottle rolled under the bed. She huffed a sigh. All Matty wanted was to enjoy the weekend with her family—a weekend that didn’t involve vitamins or AMH levels or endless discussion of some stranger pumping her full of another stranger’s sperm. When they’d first met, Parker was on the fence about kids, and didn’t want to carry herself. Over the years, Parker came around to the idea of a family, buoyed by Matty’s assuredness. Still, the fast-approaching insemination process made Matty feel strangely uneasy. Normal, surely. What woman didn’t feel conflicted about birthing a watermelon through a grape seed (or whatever that absolutely terrifying metaphor was)? Matty figured her excitement over getting pregnant would all kick in soon, like the moment you hear a Christmas carol in November and are suddenly ready for eggnog and stockings. She was Matilda Kelly. She could do anything, and that certainly included conquering motherhood.

Matty briefly considered sex, with Parker or the vibrator that’d accidentally been activated while going through security and unearthed by TSA for everyone to see (Yes, I have a sexuality! Why is everyone looking so shocked?) as Parker blushed, fighting a laugh. But an orgasm seemed like too much admin, and her parents were right downstairs. “Let’s go for a swim. There’s tide pools up the beach.”

“You go. I’ll catch up.”

Matty crawled to the end of the bed to peer over Parker’s shoulder. Slack, the messaging platform Parker lived on. Work. “Boo boo, you’re on vacation. You’re not supposed to start on Sydney time till next week!”

“I know, boo boo.” Parker sighed, typing. “But LK’s online.”

Matty checked the time. “It’s almost four. That makes it, what, 6:00 a.m. in New York? What is she even doing up?”

Parker shook her head, still typing. “You know how she is.”

Matty did. While she admired the work ethic, Parker’s business partner, Lauren-Kate Cutler, possessed the warmth and charm of the iceberg that sank the Titanic. But maybe that was gendered. If LK were a man, maybe she’d find him efficient and successful. That chunk of frozen water did take out an unsinkable ship, after all.

“Your loss.” Matty put on a two-piece because screw it. Every body was a beach body, even—especially!—Rubenesque bodies like hers. She smooched Parker’s neck and tweaked her nipple. “Find me when you’re done. I’ll track down Amelia. Force-feed her a pizza. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

A constant daily duet. Matty’s father, Glen, called it their mating call.

“Matty?” Parker pointed under the bed. “Vitamins?”

Rolling her eyes, Matty retrieved the jar and made a show of swallowing the oversized multicolored pills with water. At least it was easier than the endless needles and speculums she’d be forced to succumb to in Sydney, going through intrauterine insemination, aka IUI, a form of artificial insemination. “I’m not going to be one of those women who totally subsumes their identity to a child,” she said between swigs. “I’m not planning on losing my sense of self.”

“Pretty sure no one plans on that. Be nice!” Parker called after her.

“Nice women don’t make history!” Matty called back.

“But they do have families who love them!”

Matty let the huge bedroom door swing silently shut behind her, feeling slightly annoyed she was only allowed to have one or the other.
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The distinctive dot-painting art on Jules and Glen’s bedroom wall was by Rover Thomas, a well-known Indigenous artist. Jules felt alarm, not pleasure, at recognizing the work of someone who showed at the National Gallery.

“Good goddess.” Jules touched the throw blanket. An expensive-looking fine, light wool. “What do you think they paid for all this?”

Glen assessed the airy bedroom. “Arm and a leg, plus a torso or two.”

“But Matty’s got moving costs. And Amelia can’t afford this on a teacher’s wage.” Her youngest daughter taught fifth grade at a public school; a job Jules understood far more instinctively than Matty’s podcasting career.

“Let’s just try to enjoy our children’s generosity.” Glen rubbed his wife’s arms like they were in need of a good spit-polish.

She gave him a look of reproach. “Glen. Don’t.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Jules let out a puff of frustration. “You don’t need to apologize. I just think it’s easier if we don’t… Y’know…” Touch each other. She put the chichi throw in a drawer: far too nice to have lying around where it might get ruined. Most of the clothes Jules owned were sourced from the local op shop. Thrift stores priced things the way they ought to have been when new.

Glen hauled his suitcase onto the luggage rack, his back to her. “When’s James getting here?”

“Tomorrow morning.” Jules brightened, even as anxiety kneaded her stomach. “Jeez, I hope he’s the one. Animal deserves a break.” Her younger daughter had a history of falling in love too fast, too hard, getting her heart broken by a lot of substandard boys. James seemed different. Good job, good head on his shoulders—a head that was pretty good-looking, too. Like Matty and Parker, Jules had met James over a video call, and once in person to surprise their daughter for her birthday. Even though they’d just shown up on her sharehouse doorstep, James barely blinked before taking the whole family out to a seafood dinner at Flying Fish, picking up a considerable tab.

Amelia and James. They just looked right together. They made sense. Jules longed for the sturdy, devoted masculine energy of a son-in-law. Her sister, Marjorie, had a son-in-law who called every Monday to discuss their mutual interests of cricket and what a crap job the government was doing. Her relationship with Parker just wasn’t like that. Jules wasn’t yet sure what she and James might discuss in a weekly call, but once everything was official, they’d figure it out.

Glen rummaged in his suitcase. “Bit old, isn’t he? Forty-two?”

“Just means he’s ready for commitment. Ready for kids.” The thought brightened Jules further. The need to become a grandmother was powerful: she felt it like a bird’s instinct to migrate. As a parent it’d been her responsibility to set the boundaries and protect her daughters’ soft bodies. The constant vigilance never relaxed, it just evolved, from choking hazards to spiked drinks. Grandkids, those sweet, worshipful creatures, would allow true indulgence of her love of children without the constant worry. Marjorie’s grandchildren waited at the end of the drive every time she visited with signs and balloons, screaming with excitement when the old sedan nosed onto the cul-de-sac. Who else in your life would greet you with such joy and devotion? It made Jules teary just thinking about it, as did poignant commercials or very old people doing just about anything.

“Have they talked about kids?” Glen asked.

“I’m sure they have.” Jules took off her hat and shook out her curls. “If Matty gets pregnant in the next few months, and James and Amelia settle down by the end of the year, we could have a grandkid and a son-in-law this time next year!”

Glen chuckled. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, love.”

Irritation barged into Jules’s chest. “People are allowed to dream.”

“I’m not—I just—” Glen closed his eyes. His voice was an inch off the ground. “I’m trying.”

Jules sank onto the end of the bed. “I know.”

Glen scratched the back of his neck. “When do you think we should… you know?”

Jules stared at him. “Not until after the weekend, obviously.”

“It’s not better to be honest?”

“No, Glen, it’s not.” Christ, this was exactly the kind of idiotic thing that made their marriage so unworkable. He never got it. Everything had to be spelled out. “Is that the kind of thing you’d want to hear on a dream holiday?”

“I think I’d want to hear the truth.”

“Nobody else is you, Glen. Matty and Parker deserve to be settled—or at least have some peace of mind so she can get pregnant!”

Glen held his hands up. “Okay, okay. Let’s keep it friendly, love. Jules,” he corrected himself, swearing under his breath. “I’m going for a walk. Give you some space.”

For a moment, Jules wondered if she might cry. But she’d already done so much of that. Tears of sadness, of frustration. Of guilt and shame. Tears because she was a woman who put family first, for whom family was everything, and she still couldn’t make her own marriage work. It would crush the girls, she knew that. But Jules was tired of feeling like the second-best version of herself. There was no passion, no discovery, nothing left to talk about, let alone laugh about, and she was only sixty! She couldn’t bear another thirty years of guessing her husband’s feelings and doing all the emotional labor of keeping them afloat. She wanted to dance and dream and have sex—oh, remember sex? That thrilling adventure, that ultimate escape? As soon as Jules allowed herself to entertain the frightening, exhilarating possibility that they might separate, she knew, deep down, it would happen. It was only a matter of time.

But not until they’d welcomed James into the family and Matty started IUI. Only then would she disabuse her children of the notion that marriage was forever and their parents were still in love.

Jules opened the window.

The balmy air was honeyed with wattle. Despite having a delicate yellow puff for a flower, it was a surprisingly hardy plant. Coastal communities were harsh places for flora, being constantly exposed to the wind and the tide. Only species that adapted survived. Banksia trees, with their distinctive yellow flowers the size of a corncob, developed leathery leaves to reduce water loss. Ground covers like Knobby Club-rush produced needle-like stems to minimize surface area. Beach grass was salt- and wind-tolerant.

Jules didn’t want to become harsh in order to survive. She wanted to stay soft.

The sun was starting to golden.

There was only one figure visible up the far end of Blinky Beach. Randall Lee, jogging at a brisk clip, seemingly immune to the staggering wild beauty that surrounded him.
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Ludmila Lee was in a standoff with the toilet.

It was her husband’s fault. They’d barely put their bags down when Randall shoved a sweatband into his hair and announced he was going for a run. “Then I was thinking we could do the tide pools before sunset,” he went on, doing some side lunges. “Breakfast with the Kellys on Saturday, then the hike to Mooka Mooka Beach and back. Lost Lagoon and Lake Barrowcliffe on Sunday. And we should try for two swims a day in the Bay.” Randall Lee, the eternal optimizer.

“I’m a maybe.” Ludmila stroked the bathroom towels. A thicker, closer-textured cotton than she expected. “On everything.”

Randall was almost out the front door when he called back. “Also there’s something weird going on with the toilet!”

“Weird how?”

But Randall was gone. Through the wall of windows, she watched him set off at an impressive pace up the beach.

Hence the standoff.

It was Ludmila’s first time in Australia, home to the world’s deadliest animals. Had a redback spider or eastern brown snake made its way into the bowl? Certainly, and surprisingly, their rental house was stylish and well-appointed; each room boasted several interesting objets d’art. A long wooden tube called a didgeridoo was mounted to their bedroom wall, its accompanying description explaining it as a musical instrument. Lovely throws on the bed: baby alpaca, which was not, as many thought, the fur of an infant alpaca, but the finest, silkiest hairs grown by an adult. Softer than cashmere, stronger than wool. She’d request another throw for the seating on their balcony and enquire as to the manufacturer.

Ludmila spent most of her year on the road, sourcing rare vintage textiles and embroideries for Curated by Ludmila, the name of both her creative consultancy and online store full of one-of-a-kind treasures. Her armful of bracelets were from Mexico City, the hand-embroidered silk scarf a lucky find at Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar. Her antique emerald brooch was from her home city of Moscow, although just as Randall had no formative memories of his birthplace, Beijing, Ludmila had no recollection of her country of origin, her family having moved to San Francisco before she could walk. Ludmila had agreed to the Australian trip in part because of an industry craft fair in neighboring Indonesia she’d always wanted to visit. At fifty-seven, Ludmila was a seasoned traveler.

But not a scrappy one.

The toilet looked safe enough. The lid was closed, and the entire thing was sparkling clean. But why was there a small basket of what looked like hay next to it? Decoration? An Australian custom she wasn’t yet acquainted with?

She’d prefer not to ask the Kellys. No toilet plunger nearby, nothing that could be fashioned as a tool. Or a weapon. To her annoyance—and embarrassment—her heartbeat had risen. She was sweating. All right, Ludmila. You once told Martha Stewart her throw pillows were tacky. You can open a toilet.

Ludmila edged her first and middle fingers under the lid. In one swift movement, she flipped it back. An involuntary sound escaped her throat as she half ran, half leapt back across the bathroom, landing in a crouched, defensive position by the marble sink.

Nothing. No fat python, no wet, angry koala.

Ludmila inched back toward the bowl.

And only now she could see what was definitely very wrong about the toilet.

There was no water in the toilet’s bowl. Where the water should be was a black, empty hole. Leading—she did not want to know where.

What.

The hell.

Was that?

“G’day!”

Ludmila yelped, spinning in the direction of the voice.

Jules stood in the doorway, grinning. “I see you’ve discovered the drop dunny.”

Ludmila placed one bejeweled hand on the bathroom counter. “I know I’m going to regret asking this, but what is a drop dunny?”

“A drop toilet. Same as a regular toilet, except instead of water flushing the waste away, it drops into a compost under the house.” Jules picked up a small handful from the basket of hay. “You go, and then you—” She released the hay. It floated into the hole, disappearing from sight. “See?” Jules brushed her hands on her shorts. “It’s environmentally friendly, low impact.”

“Be that as it may, I’d prefer a regular toilet.”

“There’s no flush toilets on Mun’dai. The showers run on tank water. They’ll be full after that cyclone last month but still, best to keep your showers to under a minute.”

Ludmila might like to murder the person who invented drop dunnies and showers under a minute. “I can’t use a drop toilet. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

“Hope you can hold it for four days.” Even though they were close in age, Jules’s skin was considerably more sun-damaged, her eyes crinkling deeply as she laughed. “Honestly, they’re not that bad. We have one at home.”

“You have one,” Ludmila clarified, “voluntarily?”

“Toilets waste a huge amount of water.” Jules folded her arms. She clearly wasn’t wearing a bra. “And where do you think the runoff would go, on an island?” She pointed to the ocean, visible through the windows. “Look, I’ll show you how they work,” she added, undoing the top button of her cargo shorts.

“No, no, no!” Ludmila waved her hands in a panic.

Jules burst out laughing. There was something slightly performative about it: the brassy shine of fake gold. “I was kidding! Bloody hell, you’re as gullible as a virgin in a fuck truck.”

Ludmila found swearing a notch below public urination. “What a colorful expression.”

Jules rebuttoned her shorts. “The girls and I are going for a dip in the tide pools. Interested?”

“I think I’ll unpack and have a rest. But we’ll plan to meet everyone for dinner.”

“Righto.” Jules headed out. “Hooroo.”

The saving grace of this bizarre expression was it presumably meant goodbye. Ludmila waited until she heard the front door close before letting out a breath.

Ludmila was not a mean person. In her long working life, she’d dealt with countless annoying clients and colleagues and customers. But try as she might, Ludmila could not connect with her daughter’s overly familiar mother-in-law. Even her name was difficult. Ludmila tried using Julia, a lovely, elegant name, but Jules insisted on the nickname with a familial cheer Ludmila found presumptuous.

The Mexican silver circling Ludmila’s wrist felt heavier than usual as she left the bathroom.

It was going to be a very long four days.
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In a precocious tween phase, the Kelly sisters used to play Family. Matty was always Dad, a high-achieving patriarch, inevitably secretly gay. Amelia was Mum, a meek, housebound woman constantly baking while having her period all over “my nice new carpet!” The scenes all took place at home, activated when Matty-as-Dad stormed in, demanding a scotch. Amelia was aware this dynamic still played out between them: the sense that things only got started when her big sister arrived.

Amelia checked no one else was around as she slid the second-floor balcony door shut, sequestering her sister on the outdoor deck.

“What?” Matty asked Amelia. “What’s more important than a swim?”

Amelia faced her, positively vibrating. The pleasure of the moment was almost too much to bear. “I wanted you to be the first to know—”

“Are you pregnant?” Matty cut her off with the expression of someone shat on by a seagull.

“Says the woman excited to be starting a family, while looking horrified. Thanks, but no.” Amelia smoothed down her kimono with tingling fingers. “James and I are starting to talk about marriage.”

“What?” Matty squawked. “You’ve only known him a few months!”

“Almost six,” Amelia corrected, slightly annoyed Matty looked more shocked than thrilled. “We’re in love. Madly in love.”

Matty was wearing her koala-print two-piece, a snorkel mask shoved into her hair. The snorkel waved around like an antenna as she shook her head. “He still lives in Melbourne, right? How often are you seeing him?”

“The same amount of time most couples see each other.” It did drive Amelia crazy not being in the same city, but she already knew Matty would hear that in the worst possible way. Her sister didn’t know about their exhilarating last conversation in the overpriced hotel room with a partial view of Darling Harbour. The one where James basically asked her to marry him.

“Wow.” Matty folded her arms. “Well, congratulations, I guess.”

“Congratulations, you guess?”

“It’s just—you always see the best in people, Animal.” Matty sounded like she was choosing her words carefully. “And sometimes that means you don’t see them very clearly.”

Amelia stifled an outraged laugh. No one would call her sister’s history with Parker an example of 20/20 vision. “I’m not in my twenties anymore. I’m thirty-three! James is a man. With a proper job and a mature perspective and boundaries and he loves me. I don’t need your concern. I need you to be happy for me,” Amelia added, trying mightily to stop her voice doing the annoying whining thing it sometimes did. “I want you to like James.”

“I am. And I’ll try. Seriously, I’ll be nice.”

Amelia had always admired her outspoken big sister. The girl who stood up to bullies, who spoke out about injustices, who loved with a fierce, uncompromising loyalty. Matty was bulletproof, more than most. And part of that strength came from being a bit… direct. Matty wasn’t the sort of woman who spent a lot of time making other people feel comfortable. She wasn’t always “nice.”

Amelia gave her sister a doubtful look.

“Fuck off!” Matty said. “I can be nice!”

Amelia snorted in amusement and went back inside, heading for the kitchen. “Not driving your point home, Bratty.”

“That nickname has never been funny,” Matty huffed, following her. “C’mon, let’s go swimming.”

“I haven’t finished unpacking,” Amelia lied.

“What’s the Kelly family motto?” Matty answered the rhetorical question, “You never regret a swim!”

“I know, but I still have a few things to do and”—Amelia felt herself reddening, knowing she shouldn’t tell her sister the truth but compelled to by a morality beyond her control—“James might call, and I don’t want to be too far from the Wi-Fi.”

As expected, her sister’s face went slack with disgust. “James might call? It’s gorgeous out, and he’ll be here tomorrow!”

“I’m not going, okay? Go have fun, and I’ll see you in a few hours.” Amelia crossed her arms and tried to make herself look stern.

Matty stared back, mouth agape. Then she rolled her eyes and headed down the stairs to the front door. “Suit yourself. We’re doing dinner here at seven. Maybe you can make an effigy of James out of sticks and FaceTime him in.”

“He’s busy tonight, that’s why he’s not—”

“I was kidding,” Matty called back. “Tell him I said hi, if he calls!”

Amelia sagged against the kitchen counter feeling relieved her sister had left and confused that, even though she felt this way, Matty was still her favorite human on earth.

For months, maybe even a year, Matty had displayed similar behavior with Parker, devoted in a way that bordered on obsession. At first, she and Parker were “frenemies,” then “actually sort of friends,” then “best friends,” then “best friends who occasionally snog and touch each other’s boobs”—all while Parker had a boyfriend who she lived with. In countless stressed, teary phone calls, Amelia indulged Matty’s need to dissect every text and loaded moment of eye contact. On one particularly memorable/humiliating weekend, her sister showed up to Parker’s upstate work retreat, effectively stalking her. But now that they were happily married, Matty had conveniently forgotten all about the Kelly family’s tendency to give too generously of their time and attention when in love.

Amelia let her irritation pass. Now that her sister had left, she could do what she actually wanted, which was bake. A cake. A surprise for James’s arrival tomorrow. And not just any cake. Her nan’s famous chocolate whiskey cake.

From a tote bag stuffed under the kitchen counter she unloaded sugar, flour, chocolate chips… Wait. Where was the whiskey? An image of a bottle of Jack Daniel’s on top of her sharehouse fridge flashed into her mind. She’d decided to pack it last, worried it’d leak. Now what? Her family wouldn’t have brought hard liquor, and she couldn’t ask the Lees for whiskey at five in the afternoon—but what about the bar? Wasn’t there a bar, the Barefoot Bar? It opened at five. She could make the batter while the oven was heating, dash over to grab the booze, then pop the cake in the oven and let it cool overnight.

Amelia had never made a batter more quickly in her life and was soon out the door, hurrying—discreetly—in the direction of the bar.

It was a beautiful March afternoon. Insects drowsed from flower to flower in the scrubby bush that grew all the way to the sand. Tiny birds twittered in the trees, like feathery scoops of ice cream. Calm and peaceful, but it almost felt weird that no one else was around. Devoid of tourists and litter and boats in the bay, it was easy to imagine she’d slipped back in time. The sun-flecked sapphire sea rolled to the shore as it would’ve done for a thousand years.

Amelia jogged past another rental house and the long wooden wharf until she spotted a firepit—unlit and empty—on the beach. Overlooking it, the Barefoot Bar.

Amelia and Matty had spent two weeks backpacking around Bali in their twenties, and the setup here was similar to the more rustic Indonesian beach bars. A small, square building painted white faced the ocean on an angle. Solar panels winked on the roof. Behind the building was a dull green tank for water. Dried palm fronds hung over the counter. The worn wooden bar was about five feet long, four stools tucked under it. Inside was a reasonably stocked bar, its shelves stacked with glasses, bar tools, a blender, a cocktail shaker. A fridge was papered with pictures ripped from magazines. The central one was the dashing cartoon fox from the 1970s Robin Hood kids’ movie. How funny: Amelia’d harbored a secret crush on charming Robin-the-fox, which she’d forgotten about until this very minute.

Four metal tables, each with four chairs, were scattered on the flat sandy earth in front of the bar. A stripy, sun-bleached cloth was strung up between the screw palms for shade. On a small chalkboard, drinks were handwritten: Beach, Please. Vacay All Day. Wiiilllllsssooonnn! and simply, Tequila.

Ordinarily, the perfect place to soak up a gorgeous view over a cocktail. Except there were no patrons. And there didn’t appear to be anyone behind the bar.

“Hello?” Amelia called, approaching the window. “Anyone home?”

A unicorn popped up.

Well, not an actual unicorn, but someone wearing a novelty unicorn head. A rubber one with cartoonish features: flared horsey lips, big starey eyes, and a single rainbow horn protruding from the center of a long white nose.

“Whatthefuck.” Amelia gasped, stumbling back. The small shock and complete surrealness of the moment made her bray out a laugh. “Um, hi?”

The person wearing the rubber horse head wove back and forth a few steps, tugging at the mask’s neck, as if trying, unsuccessfully, to pull it off. They stopped. Sighed. Faced Amelia. And waved. “Hello.”

“Hello,” Amelia replied, pleased with this unexpected moment of ridiculousness. “I thought you were the stuff of fairytales.” Which—although unpopular for a modern feminist—she wanted badly to believe in.

The unicorn shrugged. Its voice was muffled. “Guess not. So, this is a bit embarrassing…”

The unicorn sounded like it might be American. Embarrassing. Amelia took a seat at the bar, her chin propped on one hand. “Whatever do you mean?”

The unicorn huffed a chuckle, then pointed to its head. “I’m stuck.” Its thin, delicate fingers flickered in the direction of the houses. “Bachelorette party. Prop. They left it and I…”

“Thought you’d never know what it was like to be a magical beast unless you trotted a mile in its hooves?”

“Ha! Yes. Do you think you could…” The unicorn pointed again to its head. “Help me?”

Amelia giggled, delighted. She had a soft spot for whimsy. “Come here. And bring that thing of dish soap with you.”

The unicorn came out from inside the bar, moving with fawn-like unsteadiness, and handed Amelia the bottle of dish soap.

“Excellent. Prepare to get extremely clean.” Amelia squeezed soap around the unicorn’s neck, getting large globs of it on its white T-shirt, which felt messy and silly and really rather fun. “Ready?”

Amelia tugged this way and the unicorn braced that way, until finally—after much laughter and “Ow!” and “My hair!” and “No, don’t stop!”—the surprisingly tight neck of the mask slid up, over, and off the person’s head. Amelia had it in her hands as it came free, tripping back with the effort.

The person, now unmasked, grabbed her so she didn’t fall. Amelia Kelly found herself in the arms of someone elfin and androgynous, with huge hazel eyes and a shaggy pixie cut, dyed blue. “Hi.”

“Oh, hello.” Amelia felt a shock of recognition, which was strange, as they’d never met. “You’re Liss.”

The island’s solo caretaker, the author of the welcome note. The sun was behind her head, creating a halo effect. “I am.”

Amelia realized she was staring. Liss let her go. Sunlight stung her eyes. Amelia was momentarily dazed and unexpectedly flustered. “I’m Animal. Amelia. I mean… Animal is my nickname, which is kind of embarrassing, and I wish I hadn’t told you.”

“We’re a perfect pair, then.” Liss ran her hand through her soap-sticky blue hair. Interesting little tattoos were sprinkled up both arms, the most distinctive being block-letter text inside her forearm: GIRL VS TRUCK.

There was something soft and vulnerable about Liss’s energy—maybe it was the wide, baby-deer eyes—but Amelia still decided this person was eons cooler than her. Liss probably skateboarded or was in a band or something. The mix of shy and chill was a mystery. Amelia’s gaze lingered, trying to figure it out.

But Liss didn’t meet her eyes. She took one, two steps back and was inside the little bar and switching on the faucet, attempting to stick her head under it. “You’re Amelia Kelly, right? You checked into Kunyam today with your boyfriend?”

James. Whom she was supposed to be making a cake for and waiting for a call from! Amelia’s act of service returned to the forefront of her concentration. To compensate for the moment of forgetting herself, she added an upgrade. “My fiancé gets in tomorrow morning, but yes, that’s why I came by.”

“Oh yeah?” Hair rinsed, Liss frowned at her sticky T-shirt. She shucked it over her head like a boy, revealing a simple black bikini top underneath. Small boobs, maybe only an A-cup. Fit and sinewy, though, with a few more tattoos decorating her torso and back. Curious. Cool. But irrelevant. Amelia refocused. “Yes. I need half a cup of whiskey. For a chocolate whiskey cake I’m making.”

“Yum. What’s the occasion?”

“James is meeting my whole family tomorrow; sort of our first family holiday. I just want it to be special.”

Liss’s face lifted, even as she continued to wipe off the soap with a wet rag. She had a startlingly pretty smile. “Aw. That’s so nice. Congrats.”

Offered genuinely, easily. The opposite of Matty’s congratulations, I guess. “Thank you.”

Liss glugged whiskey into a plastic tumbler. “On me. I couldn’t have returned to my human form without you.”

Their fingertips brushed. A twinge of electricity vibrated up Amelia’s arm, floating to the top of her head, and stayed there, fizzing. She backed up toward the beach. “Guess I’ll see you later.”

“You might not. This is my last day.”

Amelia spun back to Liss.

“Yeah, my replacement’s starting tomorrow morning.” Liss went on, “Don’t worry, you’ll be in good hands. Just stay away from the Lost Lagoon. Everyone loses their bearings on the way there. Hence the name.”

Amelia recalled the Lost Lagoon being located in the swampy mangroves. With only three nights on the island, and not being blessed with a natural sense of direction, she crossed it off her mental to-do list. Hopefully Liss’s replacement would be just as helpful. “Well, I’m sorry we didn’t get the chance to hang out. You seem like a very cool and interesting person.”

Liss appeared amused by her candor. “If you’re ever in Montreal, look me up: Liss Chambers.”

Amelia knew Montreal was in Canada because Matty spent a weekend there with Parker, when they were still “just friends.” It had snowed (Matty lied to Parker about a deep love of snowshoeing, prompting a four-hour slog through freezing backcounty). Amelia hated the cold. Chances of visiting Montreal in the near future were pretty much zero. Which was a shame. Liss put her instantly at ease, but at the same time, switched on. Maybe it was the hair. “I will. Bye, Liss Chambers.”

“Bye, Animal. Vous êtes très charmante.”

Ah, oui: they spoke French in Montreal. “What does that mean?”

Liss shook her head at herself, just a little. Her smile looked complicated. “Just, Have a good night.”

Back at the house, Amelia added the whiskey and put the batter in the oven before rushing to get ready for dinner. While she had plenty to occupy her mind with, for some reason, it kept being tugged away.

To Liss Chambers.

Amelia didn’t identify as straight. Which was something only the people she was not identifying as straight with knew about. She’d never told her sister about these people for a whole host of reasons, which had all become irrelevant when she’d met James. James, with his wicked sense of humor and sophisticated palette. There was a solidity about him that made Amelia feel like her longing to be married to a kind, funny, brilliant-in-all-ways person and pregnant with a child was possible. No: probable. Amelia was calmly certain her family would love James just as much as she did.

And yet, over the course of the evening, as hard as Amelia tried to stay present with her family, her imagination kept straying, like a cat at a window, to the girl with the ocean-blue hair. Unable to shake the strangest feeling that they were supposed to meet.
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A fat orange sun sank into the horizon like a dropped scoop of mango sorbet. The sky was a riot of lavender and peach, deepening to violet, then navy blue. Moonlight alchemized the white sand silver. Absent of any light pollution, the night sky came to life with ancient, glittering stars. And, closer to earth, sugar gliders. No bigger than an apple, the small, squirrelly creatures made their home in the tall eucalypts that grew in Mun’dai’s center, emerging each night to go in search of sap and nectar by jumping and gliding. A membrane of skin attached from wrist to ankle turned each marsupial into a tiny paraglider. Everyone else on the island was asleep as Liss watched the sailing sugar gliders from her verandah, draining the last mouthful of Cup-a-Soup from her favorite Garfield mug.

The Cabin was in a cleared section of the eucalypt woodland, which the Aussies just called the bush. A few minutes’ walk inland from the beach, far enough from the closest house not to hear the most raucous of parties. A former residence built decades ago, the Cabin was a “Queenslander”-style house: single-story and detached, made from timber with a corrugated iron roof. A verandah wrapped around the front and both sides, and the whole thing was built on stumps, elevating the property five feet off the ground. The area under the Cabin had been converted into storage, its nooks and crannies housing the contents of the meal kits and things that scuttled. It also helped keep the place cool during the sticky summers that kept getting hotter.

Upstairs offered modest accommodation, spread out open-plan, like an extra-large studio. A double bed tucked into one corner. A beat-up blue velvet sofa faced a box television and VHS player. A kitchenette and a bathroom with a shower, no bath. Unlike the beachfront rentals, the Cabin felt more like someone’s home, full of mismatched, half-broken things. A hand-knitted knee rug, a collection of cut-glass ashtrays, a bad but somehow charming painting of a chihuahua in a tutu.

It might be the most obvious statement in the world to say that being the solo on-island employee—cleaner, concierge, chef, cocktail maker—was both lovely and lonely.

It wasn’t a job that leant itself to longevity. The average turnover was three or four months. Locals didn’t want to spend that much time isolated from friends and family, and the recluses who offered to stay indefinitely were not skilled in the art of customer service. The position came to backpacker types drawn to the healing space of the island. After applying through a travel message board, Liss found herself getting used to a tropical hermit life the week before Christmas last year.

Christmas at home would’ve been unbearable.

Liss rinsed her mug, having used her last Cup-a-Soup for her last night. Tossing the cardboard packaging into the rigorously maintained recycling, she barely missed hitting Max. The bark-brown huntsman spider walked a few inches up the wall, like a disembodied hand.

“Think you’ll miss me, Max?”

The spider stayed motionless.

“No, you’re not one for sentimentality.”

Liss crossed her arms, regarding her hairy housemate. Previously the subject of panicked photos sent to the team on the mainland who had just laughed and told her Welcome to Australia, mate. Max was nonvenomous and kept the Cabin free of insects. And her flat-bodied friend had heard a lot of her stories over the months.

“Feel like I’ve learned a lot from you. Any parting words of wisdom?”

Max didn’t move. Liss nodded thoughtfully.

“It’s what’s unsaid that really matters. Powerful stuff, Max. As always.”

Something skittered lightly across the tin roof, probably a glider. Her stomach squeezed. She’d miss the menagerie. Even Max. Maybe more than she’d anticipated.

Liss flipped open her laptop and started another email to Gabe.


The sugar gliders are out in force tonight. Like tiny, furry base jumpers. You’d like them. I’ll miss them.

Gabe, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I know I’ve already said it a thousand times, but I’ll say it a thousand more.

I was stupid and selfish and cruel. You’re my best friend—you didn’t deserve it.

Please write me back.



Liss paused, wiping a tear with the neck of her T-shirt.


I’m coming home.



Send.

It was the eleventh email she’d sent to Gabe. One a week since she’d arrived. He’d never once replied.

Somewhere on the other side of the island, a dingo howled, slow and plaintive as heartbreak.

She was and wasn’t ready to leave. The idea was a minor-key melody, looping endlessly.

Liss’s mind drifted to Amelia Kelly.

Beautiful, of course, in the way Sydney women often were: blonde, friendly, able to wear the hell out of a bikini. But what Liss liked most was the soap-and-water earnestness in Amelia’s clear blue eyes. The charm she likely didn’t know she had. The sensitivity others might mistake as weakness. Baking a cake for her fiancé’s arrival struck Liss as meltingly sweet. But she also sensed confidence, always a turn-on in women. There’d been a glint in those eyes, a promise of someone clever and ready to play. Something about the new guest was as familiar and easy as air…

Liss thumped her forehead. “Seriously, Max. What is wrong with me?”

Amelia Kelly was a guest who was decidedly not single. Bad enough she’d attempted to flirt with her—Liss’s first attempt at flirting in a very long time.

Flirting, extended romantic fantasies, spending hours crafting then second-guessing a text, scrolling through every single picture on someone’s Instagram like a besotted detective—as much as the idea of opening herself up to someone new absolutely terrified Liss, it would have to happen back home. Once she’d done the work. Not here. And definitely not with Amelia “So Excited About My Fiancé I’m Making a Cake!” Kelly.

Her bags were packed. It was all over.

Liss meditated for ten minutes—new habit; helpful—before crawling into bed. But she couldn’t get comfortable—recurring problem; unhelpful. It was 2:00 a.m. before a dreamless sleep pinned her to the mattress.

Which meant Liss only got two-and-a-half hours of rest before the explosion that changed everything.
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The Courier-Mail claimed it sounded like a jet engine. The Fraser Coast Chronicle went with “as if God hit a strike while bowling.” A gunshot, a building collapsing, a giant sonic boom. All were accurate. At 4:48 a.m., Mount Furneaux, one of a long island chain of active and dormant volcanoes to the west of nearby New Caledonia, erupted. It was the most powerful volcano explosion in the region in the last four hundred years.

Matty awoke with a gasp. The room was still quivering with the power of a noise no human alive had ever heard. “Parks!” Matty shook her. “Something just… banged.”

Parker stirred, groggily asking what time it was, but Matty was already up and heading down the stairs to her parents’ bedroom.

Her mother was awake, sitting up next to a loudly snoring Glen, who could sleep through the world ending. Which Matty felt was happening. The air was still buzzing. The noise was not normal: too loud, too unknown.

“Mum!” she whispered. “What the fuck was that?”

“I don’t know,” Jules whispered back. “Thunder?”

Her mum got out of bed, stumbling over the long edge of her cotton nightie, heading for the door.

Matty felt an old, childlike fear at her parents being apart. “Dad. Dad, wake up!” Panicked, Matty grabbed the glass of water on the nightstand and splashed it in her father’s face.

“Wha—Who?” he spluttered, floundering like an upturned turtle.

“Wake up!” Matty repeated, hurrying after her mother and into the main space: kitchen on one side, sectional sofa and dining table on the other, and the second-floor deck beyond.

It was predawn, an hour from sunrise. The ocean was a sheet of silver, the sky just starting to lighten into a soft lemony gray. Cloudless.

Something dark and uncertain unspooled in Matty’s stomach.

“Where’s Amelia?” Jules asked in a sharp voice.

“I’m here.” She came out from the bedroom next to her parents.

Matty stared at her sister’s blush-pink silk cami and matching shorts. A far cry from her own raggedy sleep shirt, the one that read: Hedgehogs: Why Don’t They Just Share the Hedge? “When did you start sleeping in things like that?”

Amelia folded her arms. “What was that noise?”

“What was what noise?” Glen was in the bedroom doorway yawning and toweling off his face. “What’d I miss?”

“Nothing on Twitter yet.” Parker strode down the stairs from the master in men’s boxers and a black tank top, her face lit by the glow of her phone.

“Nuclear attack?” Matty guessed.

Parker looked up. “If it was a nuclear explosion, that close, we’d already be dead from radiation.”

No one could accuse her wife of sugarcoating a situation. Matty recalled the night they were caught in bed by Parker’s perfectly nice, perfectly boring boyfriend. In response to his angry what the hell are you doing? Parker replied, Having sex. “Thanks, babe,” Matty said to her now. “Reassuring yet terrifying.”

But Parker was staring outside. “Look at the sky.”

The previously clear sky was now hazy. Like a film had come over the setting moon, turning the white crescent sepia, the ocean a darker gray.

Matty felt a drip of fear.

Parker was heading down the stairs to the first floor. As one, the Kellys followed her. Instinctively Matty reached for her laptop on the way out, cradling it to her chest maternally.

Outside the air felt too warm for the early hour, like the artificial quality of a greenhouse. Queensland, Matty remembered, the tropics. They were alone on the beach.

“That’s weird.” Jules gestured at the shoreline. “It should be high tide.”

Instead, the water was thirty feet from where it ought to be. Farther, in fact, than the lowest point at low tide. It almost looked as though the water was receding right before their eyes. Matty’s heart started to pound, even as her brain failed to understand why.

“Holy fuck,” Amelia breathed. “Look at the sky.”

Very far away, a dark smudge. Like a column of smoke, rising.

Glen scratched his head. “Maybe an oil tanker exploded?”

The sky was getting hazier by the second. Seagulls were cawing, wheeling, their cries shredded and high.

Parker was gazing at the ocean like a woman possessed. Her words were a disbelieving breath. “Oh my god.”

“What?” Matty asked. “Boo, what’s wrong?”

Parker pointed at the horizon. The tip of her finger was shaking. “What the hell is that?”

Matty squinted. The ocean was flat gray; nothing but water. Not even a fishing boat. “What the hell is what?”

Next to her, Amelia inhaled.

Something in the atmosphere changed, as if there was less oxygen in the air. Matty’s breathing shallowed.

For the five people standing on Blinky Beach, time seemed to slow down. Stop.



The last time Amelia felt the elasticity of time had been with James, in an overpriced hotel room with a partial view of Darling Harbour. The last night before planning to reunite weeks later on a beautiful island vacation. The hotel bed was so big, Amelia could stretch out her limbs and not feel the sides. She liked the feeling of being held by the bed, and the man in it. His mouth on her neck, kissing her jawline and lips. He pulled back to gaze at her. “Good god. I would love to be married to you.”

Time paused. She’d swallowed a gasp, unsure what she was hearing. “You would?”

“Of course I would.” His kiss was infused with the scotch they’d been drinking. “Life with you would be so easy.”

She was too stunned to laugh, rolling on top of him to look him in his face. “Are you serious, baby?”

He lay back on the pillows and admired her body. “You’re a goddess, Amelia Kelly. Physically you’re perfect, but you’re also so good.” He skimmed his fingers up her arm, controlled and confident, a playful glint in his mahogany eyes. “You’d be the perfect wife. I’d be a fucking idiot not to marry you.”

Amelia pressed her mouth against his again and again so as not to burst into laughter or tears or some other explosion of dizzying, happy emotion. She would. She would make the perfect wife. Her mum was going to be so happy. She’d already imagined a teary mother-of-the-bride speech, delivered in a room filled with lilies and love.

But now she might never get to have that wedding.

At the still-retreating shoreline, a school of whiting lay flipping on the wet sand. The ocean retracted so rapidly that the fish, who had swum inland following the rising tide to feed, found themselves beached amid hunks of pastel coral. There was something deeply shameful, even immoral, about the sight of the exposed ocean floor. It jolted a long-buried memory: Amelia walking in on her grandmother changing out of a swimsuit. The sight of her rolls of flesh and sagging breasts was a disorienting shock. Her kind and generous grandmother, who always smelled deliciously like fruitcake, turned on her, horrified and hissing, Shoo!

She wasn’t supposed to see that. She wasn’t supposed to see this—the gasping fish, the naked ocean floor.

Death was inevitable. It came for us all.

I’d be a fucking idiot not to marry you.

The horizon was tilting. Rising. Racing toward them.

Amelia opened her mouth and she screamed.



Ludmila heard the cry, tossed on the breeze like a rock through a window. “What was that?”

Randall, distracted by the shocking information being presented to him by his phone, didn’t hear the question.

Still in her silk dressing gown, Ludmila gripped the balcony railing, scanning the beach, the water, the trees on either side. She didn’t know what she was looking for. Like the birds and animals all around her—the majority of which Ludmila was wholly oblivious to—she’d instinctively become deeply quiet in order to parse the morning’s strangeness. That sound, and now, a scream. Motherhood had sharpened her sense for unseen danger. A parent can hear nothing and know something’s up. Parker had retreated in the months—years?—she was falling in love with Matilda, hadn’t she?

“Flank collapse.” Randall’s face was drained of color. He was holding his phone a foot away from his body. “A landslide. Volcano.”

He seemed to expect a reply. “What? Where? Here?”

Randall’s gaze roved their bedroom, taking inventory. He didn’t need to step into the role of alpha male: he was always in it. “Put your shoes on.”

All the shoes Ludmila packed had heels. “Why?”

He was back in the suite, pulling on pants. “Now. We’re going.”

Ludmila’s heartbeat quickened. Her grip on the balcony tightened. “Going?” She briefly envisioned leaving on the morning ferry, spending a few forgettable days back on the mainland at a hotel with a kidney-shaped pool before heading off to Indonesia, ice melting in a plastic cup of gin and tonic before wheels up. Even amid the uncertainty, the thought was a relief.

Ludmila would never get on that plane.

“Mila, now.”

Her husband was afraid. Randall was rarely afraid. He was the kind of man who intimidated other men. Not because of any underlying threat of violence (there was none) or his impressive physical form (although it was a contributing factor, as was his hair). It was his confidence, the kind that made you feel instinctively that this human had figured out the world while you were still bumbling through like an idiot. It was evident ever since he was a teenager. Randall was confident, but not controlling. He wasn’t the type to order his wife around.

Ludmila resisted. “And go where? What’s happening? What was that noise?”

“We have to get inland.”

“Inland?” Ludmila hadn’t planned on leaving the house unless it was absolutely necessary. “Shouldn’t we check on Parker?”

Eyes angry, Randall inhaled a breath and opened his mouth. Then he froze. Cocked his head. “What’s that sound?”

“What sound?”

“That sound, that sound?”

A deep, low rumble, like a distant freight train.

An inkblot of fear spread in Ludmila’s stomach.

A bird with a red breast slammed into a windowpane. The Lees both started, a small punch of shock. The bird fell to the earth with a broken neck.

A figure in all black was sprinting up the beach, toward the house. Even from one hundred yards away, Ludmila could tell her only child was running for her life.



This would not be the first time a tsunami crashed onto the shores of Mun’dai. The island was more than eight hundred thousand years old. In pivotal moments throughout the centuries, it had been molded like clay. But the pace of change had accelerated over the past few hundred years as the oceans continued to warm and rise. The ozone layer was already wafer-thin in this part of the planet, due to the country’s use of chlorofluorocarbons and hydrochlorofluorocarbons in the 1970s. It let in so much UV radiation, two-thirds of Australians would get skin cancer in their lifetime. The carefully laid plans and expectations these people had for their holiday were, in essence, ridiculous. Self-concept nothing more than a shallow scribble on the profound canvas that was Mother Earth. The island was there before any of the humans on it were born. It would be there after they died.

Liss stood on the balcony of the Caretaker Cabin, containing panic at the sight of the birds. Typically, she awoke to their operatic morning chorus, a cacophony of joyful noise. But these calls were different. These movements were different. They were everywhere, swooping, calling. Darwin called birdsong the nearest analogy to language. If birds could talk, right now they were shouting in fear.

Typically Liss could handle a high-stress situation. Prior to landing on Mun’dai, she’d been employed as a social worker and spent half a day a week volunteering for Rainbow Connection, a national LGBTQIA+ teen helpline. Only last night the executive director emailed about it, encouraging her to “log back in and take a call, anytime.” When Liss first arrived on Mun’dai, the idea that she might be able to provide guidance and support seemed like a cruel joke. Over the months, those feelings softened into uneasy doubt. She couldn’t help kids believe in themselves without first believing in herself. But these were problems to be addressed off-island, after she caught the morning ferry, which would connect her to an afternoon flight to Brisbane, then Montreal. She was going home today, to get back into therapy and right all her wrongs.

In a matter of minutes, the morning ferry, currently moored in Hervey Bay, would be on the ocean floor.

Movement to her left.

A wongari, a dingo, one of the island’s wild dogs, moving swiftly inland through the scrub. Wiry body. Rust-red fur. Physically similar to a cattle dog, but leaner, with none of the domesticated deference. In all her time on the island, Liss had never seen anything more than a paw print. The small pack of dingoes lived on the western side. Miles away.

“Hey!”

She didn’t mean to call out. The dingo pulled up short, front paw raised. Clicked its head to her.

For a long, weird moment, they stared at each other.

Cold intelligence in its eyes, like a jewel thief unafraid to use the gun in their pocket.

You’re not supposed to be here, Liss wanted to say, even as she knew she wasn’t supposed to be here, either. Humans were tolerated because they paid to keep the island whole and protected. What must this true local think of her and her hair the color of a child’s crayon?

The birds were getting louder.

Liss wanted to say, What’s happening?

She wanted to say, Help me.

The dog moved on, melting quickly into the undergrowth.

Liss heard a sound, edging over the sonic wall of birdcalls.

A hiss. A roar.



The birds on Mun’dai, like birds the world over, were descendants of dinosaurs. One of nature’s great success stories; they were older than humans. Yet, humanity’s dismissal of them was clear. A fool was birdbrained or a goose or a turkey. Humans believed they were smarter than birds. Humans were wrong. Because evolution wasn’t about advancement. Evolution had no regard for your app updates or air travel. Evolution wouldn’t remember the song of the summer. Evolution was about survival. Dinosaurs didn’t make it. Birds did. To say humans were more advanced than birds depended on how you defined that term. Birds might fail humans’ intelligence tests. Humans would fail theirs.

Glen stood on the shore of Blinky Beach, mesmerized by the rising horizon. In quiet moments, he’d pondered the apocalypse. Societal collapse, end of days. It was the stuff of thoughtful articles in The Guardian or concerned but orderly conversations on Radio Australia between qualified individuals. But now the world was splitting open and he was wholly incapable of comprehending it. Fear held him hostage, every muscle rigid. Fear and awe. Glen knew intellectually that humankind had altered the oceans, but never had he seen such an altered body of water. Not a body: an army. There was something savagely beautiful about the wave. This was true power. It was a baby crowning, an Olympic stadium of fans roaring, the earth glimpsed from outer space. David Bowie, the soundtrack to his youth. Planet Earth is blue and there’s nothing I can do…

“Glen!”

Something struck him across the face. A woman, her eyes ugly and wild. His wife had just slapped him.

Jules screamed, “Move!”



Parker ran down Blinky Beach toward her parents’ rental house. “You know you could stay with the Kellys,” she’d said to her mother over FaceTime, weeks prior. Unimpressed, yet unsurprised. “Jules offered for her and Glen to sleep in the kids’ bedroom.”

Her mother just looked at her like it was Parker who’d made the disappointing choice.

Parker knew her parents were ambivalent about her and Matty’s move to Sydney. New York was six hours on a plane from L.A.; Sydney was fourteen. Yes, it was physically and psychologically further. Ludmila and Randall had never been to Sydney, but understood it to be small, sunny, and full of Australians. The move was a surprise; everything to do with Matty was a surprise. Parker knew Matty was not who her parents imagined her ending up with. She intuited her parents found Matty to be clever and hardworking, but also forthright, maybe even crass. And a woman. It’d taken them a year to refer to Matty as Parker’s girlfriend, despite the clear directive: “It’s the same as boyfriend, she’s just my girlfriend.” To be fair, the relationship had surprised Parker, too. Unlike Matty, who’d had many girlfriends and one- two- three-night stands, Parker had only dated men, sporadically. She’d assumed all-consuming romance and sexual obsession was the stuff of romantic movies or excitable extroverts. What she had with her boyfriend, Kwan, was like an optimal sales funnel: efficient and logical. And then Matilda Kelly waltzed into that Halloween party dressed like a fried egg and everything Parker thought she knew about love and romance waved goodbye and jumped out the window.

The house came into view.

Parker dared to look to the ocean. It was visible now, the wall of water. Not like a wave that was breaking, more like the ocean as a whole had lifted and was pulsing forward.

“Parker!” Her mother, crying out from the master suite balcony.

“Get—inland!” She tried to yell but she was out of breath, lungs on fire. Instinct urged her toward her parents.

The front door was unlocked. She flung it open, rocketing into a bizarro-world version of their own rental. The same wide wooden steps from the ground floor up to the second floor, where a modern kitchen faced a tan leather sectional, raw-edge dining table, and a deck with a view of the beach. Unlike the Kellys’ rental, everything was still neat and orderly, a linen scarf and copy of Men’s Fitness the only concessions to her parents’ presence.

Randall ran down the steps from the third floor. “There’s been a volcano—”

“Tsunami,” Parker wheezed. Having stopped running, she could feel her face burning, drenched with sweat. “Have to—get inland.”

Upstairs, her mother screamed.

Randall and Parker exchanged a glance, then bolted up the stairs to the suite.

On the balcony, Ludmila was staring at the ocean.

The ground started to shake.

“Oh fuck.” Randall grabbed the two women. “Let’s go.”

Ludmila resisted, pulling Parker from Randall. “No.”

A voice from the beach. “Parks!”

Matty, staggering on the sand toward them, still clutching her laptop. Parker thought she was with the Kellys. Her wife wasn’t a runner. In a flash Parker realized her plan to sprint with her family into the bush to outrun the water wasn’t going to work.

“We’re staying here. Find something to hold on to.” She was down the steps, heading for Matty. “Get away from the windows!”



Back at Kunyam, Jules was scrambling through the items on the kitchen counter. “Passports! Bags, shoes, shit—”

Jules prided herself being the sort of parent who always had a Band-Aid or pen or gluten-free snack. But the part of her brain that was good at being organized was now fat-fingered and useless. Her gaze landed on a yellow spatula; she grabbed it. For one deranged moment she almost laughed, imagining facing a tidal wave with a kitchen utensil.

“Mum!” Amelia was at her elbow. “We can’t stay here, we have to get inland!”

“Darling, I just want to get—I just want to make sure we have—”

Amelia yanked her arm so hard Jules yelped. “We’ll drown here!”

Glen was still on the beach, staring at the water.

“Glen!” Jules yelled.

He didn’t move. His hands hung limply at his side. He was paralyzed with fear.

The trio could all see it now. The horizon bearing down on them.
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