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      If Mason had to pick a date when it all began, he’d say it was the day they buried the family dog. Yeah, sure, he was sad about the dog, who – besides his weak, downtrodden mother – was the only other creature who showed him any love, and had hung around, a constant friend. But that wasn’t why the day stuck in his mind.

      That day, Mason didn’t just lose control of his mind, but his mind took over his actions, controlling Mason. And there was nothing he could do about it.
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        Wollongong, 1965

      

      

      The midday sun beat down on the back of Mason Tait’s neck. He sat on the wooden bench and stared down at his shadow on the tarmac, sweat trickling from his brow, wondering how soon he could escape from the heat-trap of the concrete playground. Around him, boys yelled and kicked footballs, or huddled in groups trying to disguise the cigarette they passed between them. Girls strolled arm in arm, whispering and giggling their secrets. But no one invited Mason to join them.

      The new boy at the school, even though he was now into his third term, he had few friends. Not because he was disliked or unpopular – he knew how to fit in, after all he’d had loads of practice. Throughout his fifteen years, Mum and Dad had moved often and he’d got used to always being the new one and having to find his place. Before this, his longest stint at any school was six months, so almost seeing out the whole year was a record. He was still an outsider because once the others had learned his dad was the new greenkeeper, they’d ostracised him. Probably they thought it would be too weird to see his dad – a staff member – working in the grounds during the day, and then acting the father-figure if they went to Mason’s house. Not that he could have invited anyone home, his mum wouldn’t allow it, saying she was too tired after stacking books on library shelves all day.

      He hoped his way in might be through football. His kick wasn’t all that accurate, but he could send the ball long and the coach sometimes let him practise with the others, even promising him a shot at centre or the wing next year. He was sure his talent would soon get recognised and he’d make the team stronger, maybe even challenge for the prized full forward position.

      He scrubbed at the ground with the toe of his worn shoe, his head throbbing, and he pressed his hands to his temples. A boy ran past, jolting Mason’s shoulder with his backpack, and he whipped up his head.

      ‘Hey,’ he shouted.

      The boy – acne-faced, mean-eyed – swivelled around and laughed. ‘Fuck off, mad boy.’ Mason knew the kid; last weekend he’d kicked four goals, the last one on the final siren which secured the team’s victory, and turned him into an arrogant hero.

      The bell rang for the end of lunch, and a switch flicked in Mason. He jumped up, fists at the ready. He was a good foot taller than spotty boy and the lad’s eyes widened as Mason’s bulk towered over him, but then Mason reeled backwards as the searing heat and pain in his head swatted him back. He reached out for something to steady himself and stop from falling over, grabbing a passing girl who screamed, ‘Get off me, you dickhead.’

      He clutched his head and stumbled, like a drunkard. Like his father. ‘Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—’

      The bell rang again, and the acne-faced boy yelled out. ‘You made her cry, you pathetic cock head.’

      ‘I’m not … I didn’t—’ Mason tried to find words to explain, but all he could hear was the bell clanging in his brain, making it impossible to hear anything else or think straight. He wanted to say he didn’t hurt girls, it was a mistake, but he could only stand there, in the middle of the playground, rocking back and forth, grasping his head with both hands and squeezing as hard as he could to make the noise go away.

      Focus on something else, he exhorted himself. Girls. Sex.

      He liked girls, and although he giggled with everyone else in the sex education class, he listened closely. When Mr Lawson had used the word ‘gonad’, the boys had laughed hysterically and taunted Nadine, who was shy and pig-tailed, calling out, ‘Go Nad, go Nad,’ Mason saw his chance. After class he’d run ahead, smashed the light bulb in the cloakroom and then dashed back. He walked Nadine slowly down the corridor, giving everyone else time to grab their things and leave before entering the darkened room and taking her hand, telling her not to be upset, the boys didn’t mean any harm. She was so grateful, she let him kiss her. Emboldened, he fondled her, hidden behind the sports’ lockers. He guessed that was second base. Fourth base was having sex all the way, which his mother had warned him against many times: it might feel good, but the resulting pregnancy would mess up his life, she said. He fumbled for Nadine’s panty line, encountering pubic hair matted with something slimy, before she pushed him away and ran off. He locked himself in one of the toilet stalls to jerk off, pretty certain he’d just got close to third base. No way he could ask his mum though, a discussion on how far he could safely go was best left for the school yard.

      Sliding his thoughts elsewhere did the trick. The thrumming in his head quietened and gradually the schoolyard came back into focus. He shook himself, like a dog waking from a dream, to see the other children slinking off towards the demountable classroom and lining up outside, waiting to be admitted.

      A teacher standing in the doorway called out, ‘Get a move on, Mason. Stop your idiot day dreaming or I’ll send you to the head for the cane.’

      A red-cheeked boy chortled. ‘Idiot boy, mad boy.’

      Another yelled, ‘Mad Mason, mad Mason.’

      The lad’s mates joined in. ‘Mad Mason, mad Mason, mad Mason.’

      Head down, Mason concentrated on placing one foot in front of the other, and tried to block out their ugly chants. It wasn’t the first time. Everywhere they lived – and there had been many places – the same nickname had followed him. But each time he heard it, he felt more confused, more sickened, and anger swelled up. So far, he’d stayed in control but he feared he’d snap, lose it and lash out, uncontrollable.

      As soon as he was old enough, he’d leave home and change his name.
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      The house assigned to the greenkeeper and his family was only a few minutes’ walk from the school, but that day, as the temperature nudged forty degrees, it felt more like half an hour. He was parched and his school bag hung heavy on his shoulder, weighed down with all his books. He didn’t dare leave any in his desk, knowing those kids would either steal or deface them, and then he’d have to ask his parents for money to buy new ones – money they either didn’t have or wouldn’t give him. After the bills were paid, his father, Bruce, gave over a small amount for groceries, but the rest he kept, spending every penny on beer and cigarettes. Ava, his mother, made the money stretch as best she could, even managing to keep some aside for small treats, but for unexpected expenditure, they were both at the mercy of Bruce’s generosity – and that came in short supply. Right now, Mason was desperate for new school clothes: his jumper fit too snuggly and was too short at the waist, and he kept having to yank up his socks to give the impression they were the right length. On the bright side, he had his own room and the house came with a television, which provided a distraction from listening to his parents argue over unpaid bills.

      Even if he could have had mates home, he’d be embarrassed by the faded sheets and thin blanket on his bed, as well as by his parents – his mum’s constant apologies about everything and his dad’s drinking. So far, he’d kept his promise and remained sober at work, but Mason feared if he fell from his partial wagon, that would be it, and they’d be on the move again.

      Mason reached the front gate, which was rusted and coming off its hinges so he had to lift it to scrape it open. A malnourished dog came to greet him – a stray mongrel that had attached itself to the family when they’d arrived here, and taken a particular fancy to Mason. The mutt nuzzled the boy’s leg and licked his dirty shins. Mason gave him a pat and stroked his odd ears, one flopped forwards and the other stood on end. The hound sat, tail thumping, looking at him with hope in his limpid eyes.

      In the distance, a familiar tune twinkled, raising Mason’s spirits. The dog forgotten, he hurried inside to persuade Mum to part with a shilling so he could buy an ice-cream when Mr Whippy pulled up his van.

      He found Ava at the sink, shelling peas, a grubby apron tied around her faded summer frock, and lank tendrils of hair escaping their kirby grips. She ran an arm across her forehead, wiping away perspiration, but didn’t turn around. ‘Money’s on the side if you’ll finish doing these and then peel the spuds. Get me one, too.’

      ‘Thanks, Mum.’ He didn’t need to ask what she wanted. It was always the same. Vanilla soft serve. He eyed her bony frame, and noticed a bruise on her neck. ‘You hurt yourself?’

      Her hand flew to her collar, lifting it to cover the blotchy purple stain. ‘Oh, just a silly thing. I bumped myself. Don’t you be worrying yourself.’

      She lied, he could tell. He’d seen other bruises, and heard the fights with Dad, but whenever he tried to get to the truth, she’d make up some stupid excuse and like always, push away his concern. Better not to know, there’d only be more trouble, and he couldn’t see what he could do to change things. His mum was scared of his dad, that much was plain, and one day, when Mason became a man, he’d rescue her from his fists. One time, he’d dared ask why she married him and she’d gone all teary, saying, ‘I had no choice. But I had you so that made up for it, I suppose. No point being sorry, but just the same, I am sorry. Just be glad you’re a boy.’ None of it made sense to Mason and her tears embarrassed him so he didn’t pursue it.

      Scooping up the change, he ran back outside. The bright pink van had just turned the corner up ahead, and its signature Greensleeves blasted from its speakers. The hound sat down at Mason’s heels, tail thumping with excitement as they waited by the gate.

      Mason repeatedly tapped his forehead in irritated waves. The music was off, tinny. It seemed louder than usual as the van edged its slow way down the street, a gaggle of eager children gradually forming around its wheels. A few houses away, the van finally came to a stop, and Mason lurched to the back of the queue, the coins becoming sweaty in his palm and his temples banging in time with Greensleeves.

      At last his turn came and he slammed down two shillings in exchange for the cones. Before he’d even got back as far as the gate, the ice cream was melting and trickling over his fingers. The dog whimpered, drooled and licked its lips. Mason leaned against the wire fencing, trying to still his brain, and took a massive slurp of the cooling soft serve. The icy coldness shot to his head, shocking in its intensity, and his hand dropped to his side. The dog grabbed its moment and snapped its jaws around the crispy waffle, swallowing the icy treasure in one forbidden gulp, and then furiously shaking its head as the raw chill engulfed its brain, too.

      Mason gazed down at the remains of his sweet treat, fury welling in his chest like a ball of fire. He switched his gaze to his other hand, where Mum’s cone waited for her. The dog looked up expectantly, hoping for a second helping, but Mason grabbed the dog’s ears, yanking them hard. The animal bared its teeth and Mason shoved the remains of the cone down his throat. The dog yowled and cowered, bringing his mum dashing out of the house.

      ‘What’s happening? What’s all this noise about?’

      Mason took no notice, lost in the grip of a silent manipulator. Without thought or intention, he then raised his arm and slammed Mum’s ice cream onto the hound’s head, ramming it into its eyes. ‘See what it feels like? Huh? Huh?’ Mason screamed, wishing he could crack his own head open and scoop out the pain as easily as tipping the ice cream out of its cone and onto the mongrel.

      A hand grabbed the back of his Aertex shirt, dragging him from the dog, and Mason was flung to the ground. He landed on his back into a bed of gravel.

      His father loomed over him, spitting obscenities, and then hauled him to his feet by his collar. ‘Get inside, you miserable piece of worthless shit.’ He started to unbuckle his belt. ‘I’ll teach you what happens to boys who torture dogs.’
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      Mason lay face down on his bed, his trousers and pants yanked below his knees, his hands tied to the bedposts, and stared into the mirror at his father. Bruce’s eyes bulged from their sockets, his face puce. He wrapped the ends of his belt around each hand and, testing it for the job, flexed the leather, making a slapping sound. He’d used the same belt before and it had performed admirably, so Mason knew what to expect. He closed his eyes and sent his mind to a place far, far away, where it couldn’t connect to his body and where he wouldn’t feel the pain when the leather struck – and worse, when Bruce decided to up his punishment and whip him with the buckle-end.

      But today this strategy failed. Greensleeves wouldn’t go away, just kept getting louder until Mason thought his brains would burst through his skull. And then, with each thwack across his backside, the school bell chimed in – ding dong ding dong ding dong – until his head was filled with a cacophony of discordant sounds. He flailed around and tried to kick out, but that only aggravated Bruce until finally, exhausted, he stepped back, gasping for breath, and threaded his belt back through its loops, tightening it under his beer gut.

      He yanked Mason’s head up by the hair roots and pressed his face so close that spittle peppered the boy when he leered and said, ‘Don’t you ever, ever—’ And then he seemed unable to find the words he needed, ripped the rope-ties from around Mason’s wrists and stormed from the room.

      Mason rubbed the painful red welts on his wrists. His buttocks throbbed and he waited. Usually, Ava would appear and gently spread camomile lotion on his skin to ease his anguish, but today Ava was in trouble, too. It was a mixed blessing. He hated the feel of her hands on his skin, with their callouses and dry patches, but she seemed to think this motherly act somehow exonerated her for being so unmotherly in other ways. Yes, she’d take the blame with words – as in, ‘I ate the last of the Weet-Bix,’ when she never touched them, or ‘I forgot to buy milk,’ when Mason had drunk the lot – but she’d never stand between Mason and his father’s fists, not if she could help it, anyway.

      Down below, in the kitchen, Bruce was roaring at her, and Ava was making unintelligible whimpering sounds in response.

      ‘This is all down to you. You’re a useless woman and a useless mother. Finally I’ve got a decent job and you get to live in a nice home like you’ve been carrying on about for so long, and that stupid boy is going to stuff it all up.’

      Cupboard doors banged. Bruce looking for a beer, no doubt.

      ‘As if being cruel to that mutt in front of half the street wasn’t bad enough, today I was hauled into the headmaster’s study. Ha! I thought he was going to give me a pat on the back, a promotion maybe, or a pay rise. But no. First he lectured me about keeping my political views to myself and not spreading them around for all and sundry to hear. He doesn’t think it’s appropriate – that’s the word he used – appropriate that the boys should hear criticism of our revered prime minister Robert Menzies. And certainly, there should be no dissent about Australia’s involvement in Vietnam. Friends fight alongside their allies, he said. Pompous prick. I couldn’t help it, I saw red, and said free speech meant speaking one’s mind without fear or favour. Menzies should stand on his own, I said, and not be a puppet to Jim Forbes, the Army minister.’

      ‘Was that wise?’ Ava asked. ‘You’re not a teacher after all.’

      Bruce pointed his finger at her. ‘Those children deserve both sides of the story, not to be brainwashed. The head didn’t like it, but he dropped the subject because it turns out he had something else on his mind. He then tells me that child of yours—’ A pause. Probably to take another gulp. ‘—attacked a girl in the schoolyard.’

      ‘No, no …’ His mum sounded terrified and Mason was tempted to burst in, and say it was a lie.

      ‘He’s anti-social, the head says. Won’t join in with the other kids. Just sits on a bench, clutching his head like he wishes everyone would go away, and rocking like a baby. It can’t go on, he said. Ava, are you listening to me?’

      More mumbles from his mother, and then a chair falling on the kitchen tiles, landing with an angry thump, and the rattle of pans or plates. Had he hit her, too? The bastard. He better not have.

      ‘I need this job but if that boy, that pathetic excuse for a son, doesn’t knuckle down and learn how to behave – well, I reckon they’ll let me go. And do you think I’ll get another job like this one, with a house and a salary? Not bloody likely.’

      The sound of glass smashing. When his dad got furious and had a thirst, he’d throw his empty beer bottles on the floor for Ava to sweep up. He’d chuck them down, one after another until the entire six-pack was finished, and he started on the next one. Or, if they were lucky, he stormed out of the house and went to the hotel at the end of the street, and there would be peace until he came home blind drunk, bouncing off the walls and ready for a fight. Their best hope, then, was that he was too far gone to land an accurate swing and that he’d collapse where he stood and pass out.

      Not tonight, though. ‘Fetch that boy. It’s time he had a good talking-to,’ Bruce growled. ‘Give Mason’s supper to the hound. The boy can eat leftover slops from the dog’s bowl. Perhaps that’ll knock some sense into him.’
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      When Mason came downstairs his father was sitting at the kitchen table, draining a beer. The back door was wide open and cicadas buzzed, hammering their back legs together, while mosquitos circled inside and whined in the still, humid evening air. Ava stirred a pot on the stove, swatting away the insects, her back rigid. Bruce glanced up and hurled the empty bottle out of the door, where it smashed into smithereens against the back wall. He reached for another, flicked the top off with his thumb and nodded towards the yard.

      ‘Your mother’s busy. Clear that mess.’ He slouched back in his chair, legs splayed, wearing only boxer shorts and a string singlet. His belly, white and flabby, poked out and he scratched the skin where he’d been bitten by an insect.

      Mason’s bottom throbbed inside his cotton shorts, the loosest and softest piece of clothing he could find. He gingerly picked up the dustpan and brush, which Ava had left propped against the kitchen bin. As he stepped outside, there was a rustle and the dog appeared. Mason eyed him, trying to recall why he’d been so annoyed with the mutt, and what had set him off. It happened more and more often lately – small things would upset him and his thoughts would tumble like they were being laundered in a washing machine. But today was different. He’d never – well, he was pretty sure he’d never – hurt anyone before. He stroked the dog’s rump. ‘Sorry, mate, for what I did. Something set me off. It wasn’t my fault.’ The dog arched its back, more like a cat than a dog, and retreated to the only shady corner in the yard amid a rubble of broken furniture, old milk cartons and dead foliage. Considering his father had lied his way into his job as a greenkeeper, you’d think he’d keep his own backyard nice and tidy, if only for appearances’ sake.

      Mason shrugged, he couldn’t blame the animal for being pissed off, it can’t have been nice having an ice cream rammed into its eyes.

      ‘Don’t just stand there, son, get the job done.’ His father bawled at him. ‘Then come here.’

      He swept up the glass fragments, tossed them in the bin and went back inside, resigned to the inevitability of this nightly ritual. In a few minutes, Bruce would get him to repeat the process when he shattered the next bottle.

      ‘On your knees.’ Bruce pointed at the floor in front of him.

      Mason narrowed his eyes, but did as he was told. Sometimes Bruce had a religious moment. Perhaps this was one of those and he’d be made to pray for forgiveness.

      ‘All fours.’

      All fours?

      ‘And turn away. I don’t want to see your face.’

      Mason shuffled around – too slowly, and Bruce booted his backside. Excruciating pain shot through him and he bit down hard on his lip, drawing blood. He ran his tongue over the viscous liquid, sucking it in. He stared at the cracked linoleum, peppered with crumbs from breakfast which Ava hadn’t yet swept up. Not for the first time, he vowed he’d get out of here as soon as he could, and take his mum too. For all her faults, she couldn’t be left to suffer his father on her own.

      Bruce called out to Ava. ‘Bring our meal. Mason can eat his off the floor, while he considers his sins. If he doesn’t know how to treat a dog, then he can be treated like a dog.’

      Ava leaned over Mason and placed a tin bowl of scraps in front of him. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered in his ear. There were potato peelings, an apple core, mouldy cauliflower stem, scrapings of porridge, gravy and a smell of rancid milk. He turned his head to protest and watched as she placed his usual dinner plate, piled with mash and sausages, just outside the back door. The hound bounded from nowhere and tucked in, gulping down this unexpected gift too fast. It shook its head in shock as the sausage, straight from the pan, burned its mouth and doubtless scalded its insides. Yelping, the dog stopped mid-bite, but then burrowed its snout back into the mound of food, too dumb to wait for it to cool.

      His father picked up his knife and tapped it on the edge of the table. Tap, tap, tap. He was saying something but Mason couldn’t hear what it was … tap, tap, tap … then Bruce’s foot pressed on top of his head, pushing him face first into the bowl of scrap food. ‘Eat how a dog eats, boy. See how you like it.’ Tap, tap, tap.

      And then came the second eruption. A kind of weird, out of body explosion. One moment, Mason was staring at the inedible waste food, and the next, a volcano spewed forth. Blood rushed to his head and he tried to sit back on his haunches, but Bruce’s foot pushed him back down. ‘Oh no you don’t, not ’til you’ve eaten your supper.’

      ‘My supper is in the dog’s belly,’ he tried to say, but no words came out. All he could think was that he had to get his real meal and the dog was eating it, and Mason had to find a way to rip it away from his thieving jaws. And that damned knife. Tap, tap, tap. Yes, a knife. A knife was what he needed. He could tear the dog apart and then he’d have his sausages, and the noise and the anger that was consuming him would recede and life would go back to normal.

      His father picked up his plate and motioned to Ava. ‘We’ll eat outside. I don’t want to look at this boy’s arse a moment longer than I have to.’

      Ava stepped around Mason and whispered, ‘The cooker’s on. Your favourite, my one pot wonder of meat and three veg. It’s for tomorrow, but I’ll sneak you a serving later.’ She hurried outside to join Bruce.

      Her soothing tone, combined with the peace that surrounded him now that the infernal tap, tap, tap had stopped, calmed him. Ever so quietly he picked up the dog bowl and, with the carving knife she’d left out to wash, shovelled the scraps of food into the plastic bin Ava kept by the sink for making mulch. Then he returned to his position on the floor, with the bowl in front of him. The hound came inside, licking its chops, full and happy, and lay beside him.
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      The dog lay next to Mason, head resting on his lap. It gave a heavy sigh, content to slumber after his gourmet feast. Mason rubbed the patch of beard under its chin, feeling as content as the dog looked. His little mate. The loose skin at the back of its head was Mason’s favourite bit to take hold of, and the hound never seemed to mind, even when he played a little too rough. It made Mason think of how a mother dog grabbed a puppy in her mouth by the neck to move it wherever she wanted. Though this mutt was hardly a pup, and way too big for Mason to lift. Still, he absent-mindedly tugged on the flesh around its neck.

      The dog looked up at Mason with one eye open, the other closed, but even that much effort was seemingly too much, and it slumped into a twitching sleep, no doubt helped along by the Wollongong evening sun piercing through the window.

      A low whistle from the pressure cooker in the kitchen didn’t help. How much longer would the meal take? Twenty minutes for each pound of meat, Ava always said. A sharp pain hit the side of his temple, and he rubbed it, whilst simultaneously pulling on the dog’s flesh. The massaging helped a bit.

      The whistle hissed then bloomed into a high pitch scream that hit Mason’s brain like an ice pick piercing his brain. He squeezed hard on the scruff of the dog’s neck, as though it was suffering from the same affliction. He pounded the side of his head, sure he could solve both their pain by killing it, because it was only his beloved pet who truly reflected exactly what Mason was going through. A symbiotic relationship, they called it.

      And still the whistle pierced the air. Mason had to stop it. Stifle it. He got to his feet and circled, like a drunk man, like his father. Looking for an on-off switch. Looking for a tool. A weapon. Or a blanket. Anything to smother the noise. And then he saw it, lying by the side of the sink and he knew salvation was at hand.

      The hound’s gentle snoring became a whimper.

      The whistling reached a crescendo.

      Mason turned off the gas. The whistle faded away.

      Then there was nothing, and he curled into a ball on the floor, and screwed his eyes tight shut.

      When he was sure the pain had gone, he opened his eyes one at a time, as though he was waking. The light was a little darker, and he could hear the murmurs of his parents from the back yard. His friend the mutt lay in the same spot, looking limper than Mason recollected. He stretched out and the carving knife he hadn’t been aware of clutching clattered to the ground and he stared at it, unsure where it had come from or why it was in his hand.

      As his eyes came into focus he stroked the hound from its tail across his well-fed belly and over its haunches. When he looked down, he saw blood and matted fur laced into his fingers. He skated back on his heels and buttocks across the linoleum to check he wasn’t injured. He searched his hands for a wound, but there was nothing. He examined the dog again, but he made no movement, not even a whimper. And then Mason saw his crushed skull and he gasped: the animal he loved had its head caved in and blood was spewing out.

      All his senses sparked and went on high alert. Frantically, he checked himself more thoroughly – if someone had knifed his dog then Mason would have tried to protect it, and he would have got injured too. Not blood, but vomit spattered his shirt and pooled on the floor. The smell stung his nostrils and when he ran his tongue around his mouth, he retched at the stale taste. He swallowed down the claggy remains in his throat, but immediately threw up again.

      Unbidden tears watered his eyes and he tried to blink them away. He was on his own. There was no one with him. Just him and the dead dog. So … it couldn’t have been anyone else that did this, it had to be him. But how? Why?

      A silence, and then mayhem.
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      Ava came rushing into the kitchen and cried out when she saw Mason kneeling over the hound, the blood and vomit oozing across the kitchen floor and the dog’s glassy eyes blank with incomprehension. His father’s backhanded slap came so fast that, stunned at Bruce’s aggression, Mason slipped on the thick, gooey liquid as he stumbled backwards, away from his father’s ham-like, fighting fists.

      His brain was quiet now and the only noise he could hear was the insistent droning of the night-time insects and the murmur of neighbours, some doors away. A smoky aroma of barbecuing meat hit his nostrils and he fought an urge to vomit again, as another slick of nausea rose in his throat.

      ‘You murdering tyke.’ His father advanced in two strides and raised his hand again. Mason shielded his face with his arm, thinking: You made me, you made me do it.

      ‘Don’t, Bruce.’ Ava was standing, petrified, a saucepan in her hand.

      Bruce swung around and in one swift movement landed a blow on Ava’s cheek. ‘Don’t you fucking tell me what to do,’ he spat at her, as Ava fell against the stove, clutching her face, tears of pain in her eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it, I’m sorry,’ Ava wailed.

      ‘It’s all your fucking fault that boy is so fucking fucked up. If you paid more fucking attention to him you’d’ve sorted him years ago. And now look, he’s a fucking maniac.’

      Ava burst into a torrent of cries. ‘He’s just a boy, he didn’t mean it⁠—‘

      Bruce yanked her hands from her face. ‘You stupid fucking woman. There’s something wrong with him. What child kills a dog? Tries to cut its head off? A fucking mad child, that’s who.’ He thrust her away and grabbed the neck of another bottle of beer, smashing off the top against the lip of the kitchen table.

      ‘He’s a teenager. You know how they are…’ Ava trailed off, sounding pathetic, confused and beaten.

      ‘I was a fucking teenager,’ roared Bruce. ‘My mates were teenagers. We didn’t go around killing animals. We weren’t fucking animals.’

      Mason watched the scene, dispassionate. A fucking mad child. Mad Mason. It was a shame about the dog, though. It’d been nice, a friendly creature, mostly – company while his dad got drunk and his mother cooked, washed, sewed or whatever mothers did until dad demanded she wait in bed for him. Then Mason would sit, his arms around the dog’s neck, trying to block out the sounds of what went on his parents’ bedroom.

      Swaying on his heels, Bruce downed the beer in one thirsty swallow and then lurched out of the back door, banging against the lintels as he went. Mason glanced to Ava, who had quietly replaced the pan on the cooktop, and was now drying dishes, as if nothing untoward had occurred. He heard the trickle of a piss against the only tree in the yard and then his father’s footsteps staggering down the path. He guessed he’d gone to the shed; maybe he’d lie down, and sleep off his rage. When he woke, his mood might have switched. It happened that way with Bruce. When he was drunk, he turned nasty. Sometimes he only yelled and swore before passing out. Other times he’d grab Ava, rip her clothes and force her into their bedroom. Then he’d sober up, apologise, hug Ava and ruffle Mason’s hair and they’d be like an ordinary, normal family. Until the next time.

      He took the tea towel from Ava and she gave him a limp smile of gratitude, but he wasn’t about to help, he wanted to cover the dog’s face. The animal’s eyes were too accusatory.

      A clatter at the door made them both jump. Bruce stood, brandishing a spade like a victory sword before throwing it to the ground. ‘Bury the dog,’ he said. ‘I’m going to bed. There’ll be no more said about this. Ever.’ He burped and thumped his chest. Wisps of damp hair poked from his vest. He pointed at Ava. ‘But if it’s the last thing you do—’ there was an ominous tone to his voice. ‘You’ll sort that fucking boy out because this place is our last stop, do you hear me? Our last stop. If he can’t smarten up then he’ll be the one leaving. Not me.’

      Mason took the spade, glad of something to do. Despite the day’s heat, the summer had been wet, almost tropical, so the ground wasn’t as rock hard as it might have been. He chose a patch of ground beyond the shed where nothing much grew save a few nondescript weeds and gradually found a rhythm, swinging the spade down into the soil, lifting the earth, tossing it to one side and then pitching the blade in again. On occasion, the spade hit a rock with a clang, and Mason’s arm reverberated from the sudden change in rhythm.

      He dug with a strange fervour, enjoying the challenge, not wanting to stop. How deep should he go? Two feet? Four? Six? He’d keep going, he decided, until his arms got too tired to continue. But he had this sudden strength – like Superman, he felt invincible and minute after minute he sang and dug and tossed until finally spent, he put down the spade and jumped into the hole. It almost came up to his waist and satisfied, he jumped out and went inside to get the dead hound.

      Ava was nowhere to be seen. Mason removed the tea towel from its face, rolled the dog onto it, dragged it down the back step and across the yard, before kicking it into the hole. Breathing heavily, sweat pouring from him, he gazed at the lump which looked spookily calm in the darkening night. He got on his knees, leaned over and yanked the bloody, mud splattered towel from under the animal. Ava would be cross if he left it there, so it was the least he could do. He’d soak it in the sink for her.

      For a few minutes, he sat against the tree, recovering his strength, and then shovelled the mounds of earth back from where they’d come. He lay some stones in the rough shape of a cross, and dotted the limp weeds on top, confident they’d soon grow back again. Weeds always did, didn’t they?

      He stared up at the house, which was in darkness now. Tomorrow he’d think about what he’d done. Not tonight. It was all too muddled and confusing. For a moment he wondered if he was still human. A bug, a stray cat, a goldfish, something with no memory, only instinct.

      But one thing Mason was certain of – it hadn’t been him who’d committed this crime. He’d been taken over. But by what? Or who? And why?
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      Once, Mason had enjoyed schoolwork, but lately he’d lost his appetite for reading and solving problems. In particular, he loved the perfection of maths, especially algebra and geometry. But now his grades were slipping and today’s set question to ‘express numbers in scientific notation’ wasn’t grabbing his interest. If he didn’t finish, he’d end up with another detention, but his mind kept ricocheting like the black and white speckles on the television screen when the day’s programs ended: a mix of rage, confusion and then blankness.

      He bent over his desk, arm curved around the top of his exercise book, shielding his work from any prying eyes. Not because he was worried someone would crib from him, but because he was embarrassed about the way he wrote. He’d never mastered holding a pen properly, but clamped his fist around the stem, in the same way he held his toothbrush. When he tried to form letters they looked babyish and wobbly, and if the others saw this, they’d laugh, finding another reason to tease him. Whenever he swapped his pen to his other hand, it was easier, but the teachers rapped his knuckles when they caught him. ‘Don’t ever use your left hand again,’ he’d been told. ‘Write means right, and don’t you forget it.’ It was the same with cricket and tennis. He’d try to connect with the ball but kept missing, and be laughed at for his lack of coordination. Yet in the privacy of his back yard, when he batted or struck a ball left-handed, he was a perfect shot. Football was a godsend. His feet didn’t betray him the way his hands did.

      The teacher, Mr Clarke, tapped him on the shoulder and he flinched.

      ‘Time to hand in.’ Mr Clarke snapped his fingers under Mason’s nose, and the clicking sound reverberated in his head. Click, click, clicketty click. Without looking up, Mason handed over his exercise book. But it wasn’t Mr Clarke who took it – he’d already moved along the aisle between the desks, giving others a hurry-up – but the spotty boy, the one who always had it in for him.

      The boy snickered and thrust the book under Mason’s nose. ‘Is this your own work, mad boy? Or did your little sister write it for you? Oh that’s right, you don’t have a sister. It must be yours. But only a five year old writes like this. Poor little Maddie Mason.’ He brought the book down on Mason’s head with a hard smack, then moved to the next desk, collecting the remaining classwork.

      The sound of the class bell ringing down the hall set off another irritating tremor in Mason. At the sound of it, something switched in Mason. He had an urge to destroy the last person he’d interacted with because they must be the cause of his pain and the only way to lance his brain was fighting it with equal ferocity.

      He pounded his palm onto his forehead faster and faster in an attempt to quell his anxiety. It was as though an angry beast was inside his brain. He wanted to scoop it out with a spoon. If he could split his brain open and dig it out and squash it, he would. He stood up behind his desk, hitched his school bag onto his shoulder and even though there’d be no peace in the playground, he couldn’t wait to be in fresh air and find something to distract him that would stop this turmoil within.

      As he hurried down the corridor, he dug his nails into his palms, imagining how he could get his own back, running through various actions in his mind, knowing it was wrong to plan retribution, but he wasn’t sure how long he could fend off the taunting. Sooner or later he’d reach a breaking point. He imagined slicing open spotty boy’s skull with his fist. He shook his head, but the thought was still there. He watched his hands tighten and form into a ball. He tried to relax his fingers, but it was as though a current was pushing back waves and he was drawn out to sea.

      The moment he reached the exit doors, the school bell stopped its insistent ringing and immediately his evil thoughts ceased. He relaxed a little and pushed his way outside, into
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