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For Angela and Rebecca







CHAPTER ONE
Flood Nights



Flood nights are dark, but not silent.

The water itself is quiet, rising like black glass, although at sunset it was the tobacco-amber of old bottles. The creek feels its way between crepe myrtles and kurrajongs and ripples by finger-widths up Volney Street, pushing blood-warm air ahead of it. There is not yet any stench of mud. For a few hours, the newly submerged trees, the grass and gardens smell of life.

The suburb of Bellworth sits in a pocket of land laced around by a creek of the same name, and scored by its tributaries—ditches and weed-choked creases behind backyards. The creek, when low, is a reedy meander, skeining towards the deep churn of Gowburgh River, many suburbs away.

Now it is swollen into one body. On the other side cattle bellow, startling in a city. Beyond that unlikely marsh of paddocks, warehouses sink, and a single alarm rings unanswered and unsilenceable. Above, helicopters grind towards somewhere else. Closer, there is a splash—clammy coils or draggled pelt making for higher ground.

This is one of the nights the creek makes its own. The houses that always flood (every hundred, every thirty-five, every seven years) are thick with a soup of clothes and books and chipboard, tainted with what the water carries. At times wavelets glimmer: starlight, perhaps, or someone’s torch.

And islanded at the top of Volney Street, on chairs and crates in the middle of the road, sit those of us who remain. (Only one neighbour—a taxi driver who never talks to us—stays in his house with a battery lantern.)

Their first names blur and trade from one generation to the next—no need to remember those. But the surnames you will recognise from signs and parks and shops across Bellworth. Here are the current Braithes, who built their house when they were young, when Mr Braithe would ride home along a dirt track, beams balanced across his bicycle. There is Mr Eising, widower, and Joe and Joanne (his son and daughter-in-law), who live downhill in a house bought from a cousin; Edith Tepping, whose house meets the lane that runs past the school and graveyard, and who is so old even the Braithes defer to her. And there is, of course, a Wren, sprawled quiet on a folding chair, long hands interlaced behind light brown hair.

We look at the lowered stars, and dredge up stories we once knew, or borrowed, or stole: the hauntings of Bellworth, reconstituted by water.

Out in the depths, where the current drags silt and grief inexorably away, something thrashes and is gone.

And everyone has a tale.
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The First Day






GRAVEYARD TAG

Of course, it didn’t help that the school’s built between a cemetery and a war memorial (says an Eising, perhaps Joanne). Games turned ghoulish.

There was Sally-in-the-well. Whoever was “Sally” had to answer three questions truthfully. Then they’d break the circle of linked arms and chase the interrogator all the way home. There was the one where the Doctor replaced one patient’s soul with a bird, and another’s with a cat (by whispering in their ears), and you’d have to work out who was who.

What about graveyard tag? (says her husband). If you were caught, you fell down and grabbed the ankles of kids running by. The last survivor would be the next game’s murderer. They banned that after a student broke their teeth on a gravestone.

And blood-in-water (says Joanne), to summon the spirit of the Butcher of Bellworth.

The principal called a special assembly to stop us talking about ghosts. But what could he do? Once someone claimed they’d heard their name rasped at midnight beneath their bedroom window, everyone started hearing whispers.







CHAPTER TWO
Home



Gowburgh, of which Bellworth is one fragment, was—is—a river city, its light thick with humidity and rich as coloured glass. Foliage and flowers (spun-sugar, silk-velvet), blue-mirrored offices and tin-roofed houses foam the shores of its river. They rise along myriad gullies and flash like sun on waves.

For most of his life, Charlie Wren—who, tall and brown- haired, should have been distressingly unremarkable in Gowburgh—had intended to leave. But although he had spent years escaping to friends, to part-time jobs, over bridges, through tunnels, he had never succeeded in moving away. He’d blinked and a year, a decade slid by.

Today, he looped across the suburbs by bus and train, crawlingly aware of the approach of Bellworth Creek. Charlie, always conscious of waterways (life-threading, death-steeped), could have followed them with his eyes closed.

And it was good to be out of his share house. For the last month, since the police had (again) asked him not to leave Gowburgh at this time, he’d been pretending. For the sake of curious housemates he’d performed moderate concern about his acquaintance (if that was the right word) Alli’s abrupt disappearance; he’d told himself things would be okay; he’d acquired for the last two weeks a veneer of decent sombreness after his aunt Ida died. It was a relief to stop acting.

And quietly, he was worried about Alli, not just because the police were. But, as his older sister reminded him, and as he had dutifully convinced himself and the police, he and Alli hadn’t known each other well (despite his sister’s encouragement at the time) or for long—and people often left. His aunt, however, had raised Charlie and Cora. And while Wrens, as his sister reassured him, did not feel things deeply, housemates and detectives did not understand that.

But the inheritance from Ida meant he was nearly free of all that. After he’d announced he was moving out, his room had been re-let with unflattering haste and he’d spent the last night on a too-short sofa (housemates, like detectives, became cold when people you knew had a tendency to go missing). His possessions were in a bag on the seat beside him, and as far as he knew, emptying their aunt’s house was Cora’s only current scheme involving him. He was between jobs he’d never intended to keep and was broke, true. But once they sold the property, once the police lost interest again and Alli sent a message to someone, he’d be gone—away from this city, and its creeks that haunted his dreams with deaths not his own. Charlie promised himself this was the last time he’d go home.

He had suggested they sell the house—cluttered long before Aunt Ida’s last slow illness—as-was. Cora, smiling, had said, “You never know what people might find.” Charlie knew better than to keep secrets. They’d be dug up by someone who hoped Charlie was as interesting as his sister, or who—based on his recurrent appearance in their investigations as known associate or last-person-to-see or (once) prior victim or person-who-found-the-corpse—suspected that he’d done something too interesting. But Cora, rising in council politics, couldn’t afford even other people’s secrets.

The hills of latticed houses with sunset burned into their shadows fell away. The other passenger in the carriage—a man burdened with key chains—dozed and did not judge him. The train swayed into a cream brick station built when Bellworth was farms, ejected Charlie, and lurched away.

Gowburgh, which had absorbed Bellworth a century before, had not dissolved it. Although from some rooftops you could glimpse a shard of the city centre, hazed silver, it would seem another world. Charlie, bag over his shoulder, strode into Station Road, angling down towards Bellworth Road and the creek. Although the decline was gentle, when water rose a metre’s difference became stark.

First were the shops, the tidy library, and a sensation of being watched. And then, like a map, the streets unfolded around him.

It was a golden day. Seedpods clattered, lost-bird posters fluttered on power poles. Above corrugated iron rooftops, flame trees burned away to jacaranda smoke (in the branches, said a long-ago voice, are Chattering Jacks, their eyes too green in the night…). But the branches were busy with birds—blue-faced honeyeaters flicking flowers up to get at the nectar, noisy miners falling and reeling grey-and-yellow on the breeze.

Charlie was reluctantly buoyed. Alli had bullied him towards happiness, but today for a moment there was a swing in his step he’d last felt at fourteen, before nightmares of drownings (his, and others’) began to wake him.

Then the ground dipped and a phantom torrent pressed on his lungs, and the rest of boyhood rushed back, stale with disappointments.

In power lines over the ibis-haunted floodplains, the wind sang. (And there I saw, shimmering in the middle of the reeds … it was Liddy-down-the-hill’s voice.) Between high-set houses, a culvert cut under footpath and road. A spill of moss hinted at standing water (and clever words, whispering out of the tunnel … said that long-ago Liddy, her square freckled face gleeful).

There was a shortcut over a footbridge. He hadn’t had a reason to take that path since Liddy and her family moved out of Bellworth. And since those days he’d learned to be prepared to explain his movements. First, about the old man at the Drowned House, whose death he shouldn’t regret, and then others, who’d been friends before vanishing: Stef McNally, good company and a terrible barista. Jess Poll, easy in all things, except returning. Micah Chave, whose friendship had got him through university, and whom he’d discovered in the river—the only return Charlie couldn’t hope for. Others, perhaps, who had been the cause of more oblique enquiries. Unless he recited their names, their faces blended into a composite Missing poster. And now, Alli, gone in … what? A bad mood, a spirit of adventure, a struggle in the water?

Liddy’s was the only departure for which he hadn’t needed an alibi.

So Charlie kept to the footpath, past high fences he could look over easily now, their wire and timber and tin garlanded with passionfruit, while sunlight gleamed on mango leaves or was diffused through bottlebrush.

His aunt’s house was at the far end of the suburb. Braithe and Eising Streets looped off the main road, around the primary school and down to the creek. Where they met, Volney rose, ending at the tiny heritage cemetery, and the lane that cut behind the ovals.

Somewhere, he heard kids playing a game. How did it go? Caliban? Calabash?


Whoever-it-was, empty as a gourd,

Teeth as sharp as a hatchet,

What would you eat for lunch

If only you could catch it?



And while the others crept nearer, It (eyes closed) declared honeycomb-and-gravy or curried-sausages-and-ice-cream or wedding-cake-and-green-beans, until at last they shouted YOU, and the chase was on.

Alli would have snorted at him—if you’d focus on the present, you might make something of yourself. He’d have almost believed it.

In the cemetery, the eroding surnames were the same as on the suburb’s war memorial, parks, and signs: Braithe, Eising, Damson, Tepping. But mostly Wrens, closer as a family in death than living. Charlie tapped each headstone as he passed (died young, died old, died quick, died cold, moved slow, was bold). Child, he thought in his sister’s voice, although she’d taught him the rhyme. At least Aunt Ida’s ashes weren’t here. Charlie wiped his hand on his shirt and stepped into Volney Street.

A dead-end street, quiet, avoided equally by traffic and the worst winds and hail, it arced down the shoulder of the world, plunging to the overgrown reserve that hid the creek. Charlie felt the water lurking, an olive-green slick flecked with sky like fallen leaves.

Up here he could breathe. The survivors of what had once been an avenue of magpie-haunted jacarandas canopied the houses. And at the crest, ever above flood level, was the gate to number 21.





SEEDPODS

When I was little, says Edith dreamily, my cousin cracked seedpods that fell too soon. Leopard-tree pods polished and hard; frog-mouthed jacaranda purses; boat-shaped bottle-tree cases, harlequin beetles clinging like shields along the sides. Gumnuts fallen with their caps still on.

He’d stamp on them, burst them open. You don’t know what might hatch, he’d say.

But one year, after the big storm, there were so many seedpods, fallen green. Too many.

My parents wouldn’t talk about my cousin, after that. And I never saw him again.







CHAPTER THREE
The Creek



In the darkness before a dawn, Bellworth Creek—strangled, invaded by netted roots—finally choked on itself.

It retched mud, which sprouted teeth, clawed free of weeds, vomited out its own water, and became not-creek. Wet leaves tightened around a restless musculature of vines.

It opened its eyes.

The green sky pearlesced into day. The thing knew that word. And knowing day, it knew it was alive.

For a time, that immense in-gasping knowledge was enough. The thing-that-was-not-dead lay cradled in reeds, while air bellowed its cracking ribs, and the lives in the trees passed through its mirroring gaze.

Having no feathers—not the honeyeater’s olive blue, nor a galah’s rose pink, nor the pallor of a great heron—it understood it was not a bird. It was not a diving rakali, for it had hair instead of fur. Dogs barked, and it did not answer, for it was not a dog.

It wondered at the small planes that tossed overhead, and jagged edges of memories grated together in its drying skull. Under a high sun, as mud flaked from its skin, it watched a person in burred skirts tramp the opposite bank, a dog (perhaps) at her heels. One afternoon, shrieks rang in the trees—it recalled help, and then children.

Crouched between a rotten log and a stand of bamboo, it howled an answer rank and strange. The children, who like their parents had populated the creek with monsters, stampeded away.



Evening. Windows gleamed uphill, where lay something the creature had held almost as tightly as life.

The dusk was thick with insects, the grass rippled with toads. Desperation rose from the creek, scrabbling for space inside the skin of this thing-that-was-alive.

But the thing—the person—was learning the edges of itself. Words budded in its mouth. Mine, it thought fiercely. It found the children’s shelter, and in it a rag it recognised as a dress—a barrier against the hungry night.



Day, and the person staggered up to the joining of three streets. They saw houses, the restless fog of humidity glazing the road, the net of Bellworth taut over older patterns. And they remembered, bitter as unused breath, another word:

Wren.





CHATTERING JACKS

There was once a boy who was rude, and bad, and ungovernable (says someone, every flood night, but Charlie heard it first from Ida). One evening, marauding home through Tepping Park, he stumbled into a conference of Chattering Jacks.

Chattering Jacks have round curious faces and brush-soft tails like possums, though their hands are cleverer. They chitter snidely in the bushes, and you must never talk back.

But the boy did not freeze. He jeered and sneered at each remark, and finally the beasts would take no more. They ruffled their hackles, their eyes gleamed green, and their cat-claws glinted. The boy clicked his teeth shut, and did the worst thing: he ran.

They shouted behind him the whole way home. Under the stairs and at the windows, they mocked. Beneath his floor and in the ceiling, they scritch-scritch-scratched. Until dawn, they taunted:


“Run if you will, hide if you can,

You will never know silence again.”



For the rest of his life, he couldn’t bear to be alone. If he was, wherever he was, he’d hear claws scrape, and voices whispering:


“Run if you will, hide if you can,

You will never know silence again.”









CHAPTER FOUR
Number 21



The house was screened by mock-orange and jasmine, their scents heavy as a drug. Vines wove the front gate’s rusting scrollwork, and sprung under the weight of birds.

Charlie gently untwisted tendrils from the latch, then shoved the gate through overlong grass.

The house, velvety with flaking paint, slumped on timber posts as tall (in front) as Charlie. Scalloped palings and ferns filled the space between them. Behind those, beneath the squared, plank floor of the high building, hulked shadows. The downpipes were cut—roots must have blocked the drains. From the patchwork roof, magpies watched calmly. His sister had said the structure was sound; they’d advertise it as a renovator’s dream.

Low on the verandah steps were a bag of grapefruit, a box of eggs, and a mustard jar with … Charlie picked it up. An avocado pit, suspended by toothpicks across the mouth, was already letting down a thready root. Gifts from the neighbours.

Charlie climbed to the latticed verandah door, and before he unlocked it, lifted a hand towards the street. But he hoped no one saw. He didn’t plan on staying to be befriended.

Spiderwebs fogged the outer balustrades. On the inner wall of the verandah were casement windows; their pressed glass, backed by darkness, had the sheen of boiled jam—amber, mulberry, bottle green.

The rooms behind were a verandah once, too. And that was not the first to have been enclosed. 21 Volney Street had grown like the rings of a tree.

Charlie crossed to the true front door and let himself in.



He took the central hallway through the labyrinth. Cora had messaged, breezily, for him to throw out Ida’s things, just save any family papers for her to check. She’d added, “You won’t know what’s important.”

In the orange kitchen at the back, last redecorated in Ida’s youth, he displaced a cup of paintbrushes and forced the window open. Once the rusty water ran clear, he refilled the avocado-seed jar and placed it on the sill, then looked around.

A yellowed advertisement for Bellworth Estate Subdivisions, a bare century old, still hung proudly above a chrome-sided table piled with strips of newspaper. Ill-matched knives angled drunkenly into the knife block. One high cupboard was full of bottles, which Charlie poured out before he could change his mind.

The food in the fridge, however, was fresh. Cora, between meetings, had had time to doubt Charlie’s ability to feed himself. He was nettled. But Cora would have said independence wasn’t always a virtue, and had he remembered to buy food?

He opened the back door. The rear of the house was higher, and long stairs descended to the yard: shed, clothesline, and dense trees. Jacaranda flowers fell where his mother used to sit in the short time after she’d discovered that, in spite of Ida’s cold care, she was dying. He faintly pictured petals reflected, dissolving, in the dark blue ring that hung loose on her thin hand. (Or had that been on Ida’s mottled hand, on his mother’s shoulder? And where was that ring, now?)

After that, until he’d almost been drowned, Charlie spent his childhood hiding in those branches (Ida’s dog, Dennis, sleeping below), or at Liddy’s, or by the creek.

The house was pulling him under. Keep moving, he told himself (Liddy’s voice, leading him astray). Make a list of what needs to be done (Alli’s, trying to reform him, almost succeeding). Breathe.

He went back in, and surveyed the rooms.

The space Aunt Ida once grudged her niece and nephew had been reabsorbed, and the air was musty with old illness, sourer than even a filthy share house, more human than Cora’s sterile apartment.

“She’d have liked to be rid of us,” Cora had said. “But it’s our time, now.”

First, the cemetery side. Nearest the front door was the study, mountainous with papers, then the sewing room stuffed with splitting bags of cloth. Through narrow doors set with mottled glass was the enclosed verandah that had been Charlie’s.

Next on that side were Cora’s old bedroom, locked, and Ida’s. Charlie entered meaning to look for Ida’s sapphire ring, the one thing he’d had half an idea Alli might like. The room, however, brimmed with clothes and a scent mingled of camphor and old dog. It was so thick he felt as if hands (rippling in shadowy mirrors) pushed him out into the hallway.

He could not remember which room had been his mother’s. His image of her in the house was hazy; he recalled a voice, but no words.

The narrow toilet was cantilevered off the side of the house, its cistern mounted near the ceiling. Next—and last, before the kitchen—was the bathroom, the enamel of its claw-footed tub bruised. The shower curtain was a dank, translucent membrane mottled with mould. It clung to Charlie’s arms as he bundled it beside the mint-coloured sink.

It was a start.

But the creekward side of the house was a spiral of fossilised verandahs, forgotten bedrooms, and drawers of projects. Peeling wardrobes stooped under high ceilings, while conduits and wiring skinned with paint corded the grooved timber walls. Breezeways cast fretwork shadows, and draughts puffed stale through the boards from the vast space below the floor (big as a house, again).

The linen cupboard, its door cut out of the vertical planks and latched with wire, opened onto floral sheets old before Charlie was born, and fraying towels, and the faint cool scent of detergent and memory. But everything else in the house smelled of glue and arrested decay. Charlie, awaiting an official knock at the door, drifted among skeletal wire maquettes, tiny models of the station and library, boxes of weathered bones. The police would be at best sarcastic about those. He wondered, too, if he should wear cleaning gloves, and decided that would look worse.

It’s just art, he practised saying.



Ida, rarely one for stories, had told Charlie and Cora about an artist famed for painting animals with such scientific precision that people who attended his exhibitions were afraid they’d be attacked.

What people didn’t see (said Ida) was the laboratory where he dissected his subjects, the better to understand them. They didn’t know about scalpels dark with dried blood, tufts of fur caught in the cracks of the workbench.

One day, a parliamentarian who was (by various means) becoming important, decided to have his picture painted by this artist. After much flattery and money, and although (or because) the artist did not like the man’s politics, he agreed.

The final artwork caught the petty genius, the corrupting appetites of its subject, and became famous for two reasons. First because it won, with the usual controversy, an important prize. Second because, shortly before it was completed, the politician vanished. Corruption and villainy, people whispered, not quite shocked. Blackmail and spies.

The portrait hangs at Parliament House. No body was ever found.

Cora, then at an age to be charmed by the ghoulish, was delighted. Charlie had regarded art—and artists—with suspicion ever since. He suspected that when the police next surprised him with a visit, they would do the same.



Finally, he reached the parlour, the oldest room. It was windowless, and had a fireplace at one end, which he’d never seen lit, and a chimney through which birds had fallen until Ida had it blocked up. Underneath the floorboards a sturdy brick pillar supported it, but when Charlie was small, Cora had told him the chimney went down, down, all the way down.

He switched on the fringed lamp, and shadows spidered the walls. Badly tinted photographs of past Wrens glared. Charlie couldn’t name them. The velour sofas were badly sprung. The single bookshelf held encyclopaedias, spines glinting like coins in mud, and a handful of unfortunate souvenirs. And for a moment, he thought a dog pressed against his leg.

But Dennis had sickened and died years ago. There was nothing there.





[image: ]

The Second Day






THE COCKATOO

Jim, the old mechanic (says Mrs Braithe), kept a cockatoo in a cage that took up half his back verandah. I don’t know why; there are plenty wild in Gowburgh. Although, to be fair, you see hardly any around here—only flying over high and fast, screaming like rusty gates.

He taught it to talk, and when he was at work, you’d hear it chatting to itself. “Who’s a pretty creature? You’re a pretty creature. Am I? Yes, you are, you are, you are.”

Well, in time it died, as natural a death as something can that’s lived its whole life in a cage. Jim got over it soon enough.

But for a while, on days when I was gardening along the fence that joined Jim’s yard, I’d hear a voice saying, “Who’s a pretty creature? Am I? Am I? Am I?” Waiting for an answer that never came.







CHAPTER FIVE
Paper



Charlie, feet hanging off his old bed, rested badly. Experience made him wait for a late-night knock on the door, an inquisition that never came. He did hear, however, quite clearly, Ida walk down the hallway.

It was the house shifting. Rooms away, the refrigerator gasped and settled into a torturous rattle. Once the wardrobe door slipped off its latch and eased open. Below the bare floor, something shuffled and clinked: noises he had, as a boy, attributed to the dog. Charlie missed having a living thing to blame. Would it occur to Alli, returning unaware of the panic, to tell him everything was fine?

“Just possums,” he told the sloping ceiling.

When he did sleep, the scale of the task crashed over him. Accumulated leavings of Wrens avalanched unceasingly, dust forcing its way under his eyelids, into his nostrils, through his clenched teeth. Then a familiar too-green, silt-silken sleep, in which his own hands held drowners under the mud, which he enjoyed even less.



Charlie woke sweating in coloured sunlight, with a headache from heat and nightmares.

Something stank.

In the hallway, a reek of death gusted past. He followed it to the kitchen. It was fainter, but he suspected the drain.

Charlie wolfed a piece of bread, plain, to settle his stomach, then looked under the sink. The plumbing was iridescent with corrosion. He rapped a pipe experimentally and a toll, like a bell beneath the house, answered. He struck another with a spoon. A tone higher.

He’d lived with enough engineering students and apprentice tradies to know this path led to expensive mistakes. Yet for once, there was no landlord to answer to. Charlie, folded into the cupboard, brightened. Let Cora scold him—only half the house was hers.

A touch feathered across his face.

Spiders. Charlie dealt his head a ringing blow on the underside of the sink, tangled his legs among the kitchen chairs and for a moment, trapped, could not inhale. He kicked free. The table slammed against a cabinet, rattling Aunt Ida’s dinner sets.

Charlie, flat on the floor, willed his heart to slow. Something ticked and scrabbled in the roof—bird claws on iron, or a scaly uncoiling in the insulation. He stood up, counting breaths, and put the kettle on.

Then he retraced the stink to where it was strongest. In the high hallway ceiling was a hatch.

As he fetched a ladder, Charlie reflected that he should have travelled interstate with everyone—anyone—the police asked him about. With Alli, who’d flipped a silver charm to decide whether to leave this year. With Jess, who’d left before Charlie was introduced to Alli over too-sweet cocktails. That would have solved his problems. Or if he’d cleared out with Stef-at-the-café, who’d gone hitchhiking and probably had a perfectly pleasant adventure. Or, all the way back, he should have run off with Liddy as they’d planned, before she abandoned him.

At least he’d never dreamed Liddy’s death. Nor, when he went into the water, did he imagine her, drowned, brushing against him. Of all of them, it was easiest to believe Liddy (irrepressible, haloed in memory by copper-bright hair) survived.

Time was sliding again. Just this one favour for Cora, he reassured himself. Even if she hadn’t reminded him of her sacrifices, she’d have been entitled to ask for something much less reasonable. After that, he’d really leave.

When he was small, he’d climbed trees higher than the house. He’d scaled the narrower hallway in Liddy’s house with hands and feet braced against opposite walls. The ladder, now, felt more precarious. Steadying himself, Charlie stretched up. He fitted his fingers against previous fingerprints on the cover and lifted. The hatch opened with an unmistakable scent not of death but of dried plants—brittle leaf-shards and shrivelled jacaranda flowers cascaded over his head and sifted to the floor. Then the stench of rot unrolled like a blanket.

The source, before something gnawed on it, had been a pigeon. Among poisonous lumps of insulation, where it had dragged itself, the corpse glimmered pearl-grey violet under the baking iron. Charlie scooped it into newspaper and descended.

Down in the garden, where the clothes-hoist spun slowly in the breeze, he retrieved a shovel from the shed. Then, having located the compost heap near the wilderness of poinciana and macadamias, he scraped a hollow, and pushed the pigeon into the soft, busy soil.

Charlie knew more about memorials and vigils than funerals. But the bird had not died easily. Shamefaced, he rested his hand on the parcel, not thinking of the humming green rot within, and said, “Sleep well, mate.”

The newspaper folds rasped, as if the corpse had kicked.

Charlie stumbled back, and the bundle did not move again. The pigeon had definitely been dead. Charlie recognised death when he saw it.



After Ida Wren left 21 Volney Street for the last time, the taxi driver had forbidden his daughter to visit. But he was working, and it was a welcoming sort of day, so she was halfway over the gate, long toes clenched through the curled iron, when Mr Wren rounded the house.

He wasn’t a very memorable-looking person, but enough like Ida that she didn’t doubt who he was.

“Hey!” he shouted. The birds on the roof billowed up, shouting too.

“Hey yourself,” the taxi driver’s daughter said, tightening her hold on the scrollwork. She blew her raggedly cut hair out of her face, and hoped she sounded fearless.

Mr Wren was older than some of her teachers, taller and unshaven. But he still looked as if he disliked kids. Not that that mattered—she was in high school now. Besides, this year she’d grown nearly as tall as her mum had been, and she refused to be frightened by people just because they could loom.

He strode to the steps and lifted the plastic bag on the lowest. “Did you leave this?”

“If it’s mandarines, they’re from Mrs Braithe,” she said. She swung her other leg over the gate.

“No!” said Mr Wren, as if she were a dog. “No visitors. No mandarines. My aunt’s dead.”

“I know. I’m going round the back.” She dropped into the yard.

“No, you’re not,” said Mr Wren. He walked sideways up the steps, pointing at her with the bag of fruit. “This is my house.”

A hot breeze ruffled through the grass, and an insect stung her ankle. She stood on one leg to scratch.

“You should be in school,” he added from the top and then, maliciously, “You should be in uniform.”

She was wearing a baggy t-shirt and shorts, and for a moment she panicked—had she forgotten the date? Something bit her again, harder, and she swapped legs. “It’s holidays,” she said, scornful. “If you heard the bell, they forget to turn it off sometimes, but I don’t go to the primary school anymore.”

Mr Wren retreated through the lattice door. “I bet your parents don’t know you’re here,” he said.

“That’s creepy.”

“It was a threat!” He’d turned red across the top of his nose.

“My mum’s dead!” she yelled. Mr Wren winced, and she added, “I bet you don’t know who my dad is!” Her dad had driven Ida everywhere, and hadn’t even charged. (And if he found out she was here, he’d threaten to send her to her aunt. Mr Wren didn’t need to know that.)

“You’re a kid!” said Mr Wren. “You shouldn’t hang around strangers’ houses.”

“I’m not!” she said. “I know—knew—Ida.”

Mr Wren pinched the bridge of his nose, grimaced, and wiped his fingers on his shirt. “Look,” he said, exaggeratedly patient. “It’s best if you leave. You—”

A ripple of birdsong. Both glanced up. On the gutter, magpies shuffled, eyes golden red, beaks sharp and blue.

She refused to give in. “I left an assignment in Ida’s shed.”

“What?” demanded Mr Wren.

“Art.” She edged forward and caught her arm on a coil of jasmine. “Famous local people. I’ll be really quick.”

“No,” said Mr Wren, flatly. The birds crowded forward. She stopped as if someone had flung an arm in front of her.

But, satisfyingly, Mr Wren caved first. “I’m cleaning out,” he said. “I’ll put the art outside the gate if I find it. Okay?”

She wanted to insist—Mr Wren owed her for the welcome gift. She’d seen Mr Braithe and Mrs Tepping bring their offerings, and it had seemed obscurely right to leave something, even just science homework she’d given up on. And the Wrens were the only neighbours who’d given her family anything.

She had, however, a healthy respect for magpies, and for whatever creatures in the grass, busy about her shins, were intent on driving her back.
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