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My name is Elsie Mabel Fitzpatrick and I am eighty-one years old. I want it on the record that I don’t look eighty-one. Not because I’m particularly attractive or youthful-looking—on the contrary, I’ve seen hairless mole rats more attractive—but because if storybooks are anything to go by (and I, for one, believe they are), eighty-one-year-olds are frail, birdlike creatures with silver hair who call people “dear” and go inside the bank to speak to an “actual person” rather than use the much more convenient ATM. At six feet tall with broad shoulders and a sturdy backbone, no one would ever accuse me of being birdlike—unless the bird in question was an ostrich. My hair is reddish-gray, and I call people “dipshit” with far more regularity than “dear.” Most importantly, I adore the ATM. Who wouldn’t? I’m eighty-one years old, and I don’t want to spend the precious time I have left in a stuffy, air-conditioned room talking to a power-tripping branch manager called Barry through plexiglass.

I digress.

I’ve lived on Kenny Lane for close to sixty years. Kenny Lane is a peculiar little cobbled street on the periphery of central Melbourne, made up of the back doors of restaurants and half a dozen single-fronted terrace homes, each adorned with intricately tiled porches and wrought iron fences in varying states of disrepair. The tiny front gardens tell diverse stories: mine meticulously tended with blooming roses, the rest ranging from untamed beauty to sparse weed patches. Parking is limited to a single row along one side, and any nonresident who dares to park their vehicle in these public spots is destined to suffer the wrath of Mrs. Nguyen. (I’ve yet to see a person make this mistake twice.)

There’s the usual assortment of neighbors: Peter Pantages (aka Pete the Greek) at number 1; Joan Waters (litigious, and a real piece of work) at number 3; and Roxanne (sex-crazed single mother), and her evil seven-year-old spawn, Persephone, at number 5. On the other side, there’s me at number 2; Old Ishaan (my nemesis) and his deranged Chihuahua, Nugget, next door at number 4; and the Nguyens—very nice couple so long as you don’t utilize the public parking on Kenny Lane—at number 6.

The houses are close enough together that I could throw a tennis ball back and forth with residents opposite me if I was so inclined, which, needless to say, I am not. In fact, beyond the necessary interactions of neighbors—accusations of stealing space in each other’s rubbish bins, lobbing dog droppings over the fence when Nugget does her business in my front garden, and shared complaints about the dreadful postman Dwayne—we don’t interact at all, which is exactly how I like it.

It’s a funny little street, to be sure. But it’s home to me. The only real home I’ve ever had. And while I consider myself flexible about a lot of things, I’m not flexible about Kenny Lane. In fact, I’ll tell you something for nothing: The only way anyone is going to get me out of this street is in a mahogany box. An extra-long one.

I am dangling a Lady Grey tea bag in hot water when I see it. From the kitchen I have a direct eyeline down the long corridor to the front door, under which I see a protruding piece of paper.

“Well, well, looky here,” I say to Daphne, who sits patiently at my round table, waiting for her cuppa. “Must be another letter from Joan.”

Joan at number 3 is sixty-odd, has a neat gray bob, polished black orthotic footwear, and darting, suspicious eyes. Since the day she moved in, I’ve been receiving notes underneath my door: about my porch security light shining into her bedroom window, about the placement of my rubbish bins, about my roses creeping too far over the fence line into the laneway. If I wasn’t so full of myself I might have feared she didn’t like me. Joan’s nephew, she is forever at pains to point out, is a partner in a law firm. She’s managed to include this detail in every one of her letters.

Your nephew sounds marvelous, I replied to her last note. But I’m assuming he’s going to be a little young for me, and besides, I’m not looking to date at this time.

Daphne snorted her tea when I read that out to her.

In the year she’s lived on the street, I’ve never heard Joan speak. Not a word. Each time I shout, “Good morning,” she scurries away like a rat in a sewer. I suppose Joan is more of a pen pal than a neighbor.

“I wonder what I’ve done this time?” I say.

“Perhaps she’s discovered our cannabis racket?” Daphne muses. “You don’t think she knows a lawyer, do you?”

We chuckle wickedly.

I shuffle toward the door, thinking this will make for most enjoyable conversation while we have our afternoon cuppa. I might read out the letter using a voice akin to the Queen’s to make Daphne laugh.

Daphne laughs easily, a grossly underrated quality. Also grossly underrated are the bizarre outfits she wears. Today it’s a magenta T-shirt with a bedazzled Eiffel Tower on the front. The rims of her glasses are magenta, just like her shirt. Daphne has always been quirky but it feels more pronounced somehow now that she is an old lady. The comfort she brings me, too, feels more pronounced. If my life is a jagged graph of highs and lows, she is the thick, solid line right down the middle. Not a black line either, nothing as dull as that. Daphne’s line is magenta.

I bend to retrieve the note, supporting my temperamental lumbar spine. I’d planned to wait until I was sitting down to open it, it’s folded in half, but as I straighten, it opens itself, having not been folded with enough passion along the line. Arthritis playing up, is it, Joan?

I lift my glasses from the chain around my neck and perch them on my nose. It’s a photocopy of an old news article. A very old news article. It must have been copied many times because much of the font is blurred, impossible to read. I can make out the headline, though, clear as day. The sight of it makes me feel lightheaded, like I might faint.

“What is it?” Daphne asks.

I turn the page around to face her. She reads the headline slowly, her mouth bending around each word silently as she squints at the page. Finally, her lips stop moving and her eyes find mine.

“Someone knows,” I say unnecessarily. “Someone knows who I am.”

This is a love story, by the way. It may not seem like it, what with all the blood and guts and murder, but nevertheless, that’s what it is. And there is no greater love story than that of platonic female love. The kind of love I have with Daphne.

We aren’t lesbians, before you start. Frankly, I find it appalling that people would assume such a thing—not that I take issue with lesbians, each to their own, I say, but because people have so little regard for female friendship that they can’t fathom a closeness such as we have without the romantic element. More fool them.

There will be those who disagree with me, of course. People who say romantic love trumps platonic female friendship. Or parental love. Or love of self. Those people are just giving away the fact that they’ve never experienced true platonic female friendship. The kind of friendship you’d do anything to preserve—fight, steal. Even kill. 

Here’s a little-spoken fact for you: Friends are like oxygen. If you’ve been blessed enough to have always been surrounded by friends, you might think I’m overplaying this. I don’t blame you. If you’d always been surrounded by air, you wouldn’t think to credit it for your very existence either. But I’ve spent much of my life gasping for breath, so I promise you, it’s true. Friends are like oxygen. And the only reason I’m still alive is Daphne.
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Elsa?”

When you are as ancient as I AM, the days are predictable. Early each morning, for example, I know I’ll hear a few crazies singing as they make their way home from a night out at the bars. I know I’ll see Mrs. Nguyen from two doors down scurry past my window on her way to the nail salon. I know I’ll hear Nugget, Ishaan’s godforsaken Chihuahua, yapping for her breakfast. And so on and so forth. A lot of people think old folk find comfort in such sameness, and perhaps some of them do. Not me. I like change. Usually. Then again, the arrival of the enfant terrible Persephone on the street is one change that has me yearning for days of yore.

“ELSA!”

I should, I suppose, take my share of responsibility. After all, I leave myself open to this sort of harassment by choosing to spend time on my porch of a morning. Unfortunately, as quaint as my terrace home is, it is measly in natural light and a woman has to get her vitamin D from somewhere.

“It’s Elsie,” I tell the child. “Else to my friends, which you are not. Elsa to no one.”

Daphne and I are on the front porch, open novels in our laps, trying to find relief from Nugget’s vile yapping. Honest to God, it’s the kind of noise that could make a woman insane. Yap. Yap. Yap. Equally spaced. No pauses. Highly pitched, vulnerable and vicious all at once. The only consolation is that the noise helps distract me from the article.

“Forget about it,” Daphne keeps saying. “Put the silly article out of your mind.”

And I do, for short periods. But my mind keeps getting drawn back to it like a fly to manure. I’m aware that people know my story, of course—I am a footnote in practically every article written about childhood evils. The difference is that while I am free to engage with or ignore those articles from the safety of my relative anonymity, now that Joan—or whoever put that note under my door—knows where I live, I feel exposed in a way I haven’t been since I was fifteen years old.

As for the article itself, it had some inaccuracies, but I’d seen plenty worse. They got my name right, and my parents’ names. They knew I was a reclusive child, and that I spent time in hospital. And, of course, they were correct in reporting that, over the course of my young life, everyone around me died. Without the latter detail, of course, the former would be entirely immaterial.

“But I like Elsa!” Persephone whines. “From Frozen.”

“I like Maleficent.” I turn the page of my novel. “Can I call you that?”

The child giggles. So does Daphne. For pity’s sake.

Persephone is seven years old, daughter of Roxanne—the very attractive woman who moved in to number 5 a couple of months ago. The child’s father doesn’t appear to be in the picture, though there has been a string of unsavory men in and out of the place at all hours of the night.

“I like the sex,” Roxanne told me when I raised an eyebrow at her, after watching her wave off yet another fellow one Saturday morning.

“Good for you, dear,” Daphne had told her cheerily, giving a little air punch.

“Is he your boyfriend?” I inquired.

Roxanne wrinkled her nose. “God, no. No boyfriends for me.”

“Chicks before dicks,” Daphne agreed. “Holes before poles.”

I’ll admit, I chuckled at that. (Poor Joan, who had been walking by at the time, had just about passed out.)

I wonder if it’s the sex or the child that makes Roxanne so tired. Every time I see her the poor girl has bags under her eyes. I sympathize, and yet it has to be said she has a fairly laissez-faire attitude to parenting, making herself scarce as Persephone terrorizes the street—going from neighbor to neighbor, demanding gold coin donations for school fundraisers or handing out substandard pictures she’d drawn and then returning to ensure they’d been properly displayed. One has to wonder where the child gets her audacity.

“Elsa!”

I sigh and peer over the top of my glasses at her. “What?”

“I have to interview an old person for my homework.”

Persephone, clearly, is ill-named. Anyone could tell you that a name like Persephone comes with a burden of expectation. A Persephone is lithe with golden hair, searching eyes, and a pensive, troubled spirit. This child is chubby and has a mouse-brown bob and smallish eyes; plain as a mud fence. She’s also missing enough teeth that she resembles a sixteenth-century beggar. The child should have been named Medusa. Or Tempestas.

“And?” I prompt.

“And …” She stares demonstrably at Daphne and me. “You’re old.”

Daphne snorts. “Elsie’s older. She’ll do the interview.”

The child looks at me. “Will you do it?”

“Corsets she will!”

I give Daphne the stink eye. Traitor.

I wave to Peter, aka Pete the Greek, who is on his way home from a trip to Aldi, judging by the shopping bags. Peter lives directly opposite me. He’s sixty-six years old and he spends most of his time drinking coffee and playing Tavli on his porch. The only time he ever leaves his house is to line up outside Aldi to purchase a television set or an automatic dog-feeder or whatever happens to be on sale that week. Upon his return, he always holds up his wares for me to admire, and I dutifully oblige because I’m fond of Peter. Occasionally he tries to sell me a coffee machine (because now he has three, all paid for in cash), but I draw the line. I’m not that fond of Peter.

“Elsie!” he calls out. “Did you see that they’ve got long-handled hedge trimmers on special at Aldi this week? Not a bad price.”

“Is that right?” I say. No need to point out that Peter doesn’t have a hedge, nor does he have so much as a plant in his entire courtyard. Typical Greek, he paved the thing to within an inch of its life the moment he moved in.

“Is that bloody dog still barking?” he says.

“Hasn’t stopped all day.”

Peter is instantly up in arms. “We should call the council,” he says.

Peter loves being up in arms. So do I, truth be told. It’s a magnificent feeling. Superior-like.

Peter disappears inside his house. Once he’s gone I notice Persephone is observing me closely. “You smile whenever Peter’s around.”

“What? Nonsense.”

“You do.”

I’m about to protest further, but there’s no point, the child has moved on. She climbs into the chair opposite, right onto Daphne’s lap. Daphne beams. Unlike me, she’s always had a soft spot for children.

“Right then,” Persephone says, her pencil poised over a clipboard. “Why don’t we nip this in the butt?”

I take a slow, deep breath and let it out with otherworldly patience. “The bud.”

She ignores me. “How old are you, Elsie?”

 “How old do you think I am?”

She takes a moment to assess me. “I’d say … 167.”

“At least,” Daphne adds.

I give them both the stink eye. “I’m eighty-one.”

“Eighty-one.” Persephone is skeptical, but she writes it down. It feels unethical to dislike a child this much. “Now. Tell me something interesting. About the olden days.”

She gazes up at me as if expecting tales of riding dinosaurs and etching our ABCs into stone, Fred Flintstone–style.

“Such as?” I ask.

She thinks for a moment. “Something gory.”

I find myself wondering if it might have been Persephone who put that article under my door. “Such as …?”

“Emma’s grandpa went to war and got shot in the leg!”

Persephone seems delighted about this, even forming a little gun using her thumb and forefinger and aiming it at her thigh. Daphne joins in, firing her own set of finger guns.

“Is that right?”

“Oh yes … there was blood and guts everywhere.”

“Guts? In his leg?”

“Everywhere,” she says. “Oh! And Teddy’s yiayia didn’t even have TV when she was little!” She frowns, considering this a moment. “She must have watched her phone.”

“Or her iPad?” Daphne offers.

It occurs to me that Persephone has been thrust into my life by virtue of some sort of karmic force. As you know, I haven’t been a perfect citizen. And yet, I would be hard-pressed to find a hardened criminal of the worst variety who was deserving of this kind of torture.

“You know who you should interview?” I said, in a moment of genius. “Ishaan!”

Ishaan, who is ninety-three, is my nemesis. He has lived next door for twenty-five years. He lived with Old Jim until five years ago when Jim died. Mates, Jim and Old Ishaan used to say whenever their living arrangements came up. We’re mates from university days. As if I cared what Old Ishaan and Jim got up to. After Jim died, some bright spark decided to give Ishaan a demonic Chihuahua to keep him company. Ishaan has aged a lot since Old Jim died. The only time I see him these days is when he shuffles outside in his brown terry cloth robe to retrieve his vitamin deliveries. (Ishaan has never met a vitamin he didn’t like. He is forever ordering them on iHerb. Fine by me, it is a free country after all. If he wants to give his last remaining dollars to charlatans for the privilege of turning his piss yellow, I wish him well.)

“He’s dead,” Persephone says.

Daphne and I exchange a look. “I beg your pardon?”

“Dead,” she says louder. “D. E. D.”

“How do you know?”

“Because,” she says impatiently, “he didn’t answer when I knocked on the door before.”

“So you assumed he was dead?” Daphne says.

“He’s old,” Persephone says. It was as if she were trying to explain math to a pair of stupid children. “You said so yourself. Old people die.”

“Old people also take naps,” I tell her, looking toward Ishaan’s.

“But his boxes of vitamins are piled up on the doorstep,” Persephone says.

“Nugget has been barking more than usual,” Daphne adds.

I sigh, then heave myself out of my chair.

“Where are you going?” Persephone calls after me.

“Where do you think I’m going? I’m going to check if Ishaan is dead.”

“But we have an interview to do!”

“I’ll tell you one thing, if the old bastard has even a breath left in him, he’s going to do this bloody interview.”

“And what if he is dead?” Persephone asks.

I pause. “Then I’ll kill him.”

I really shouldn’t say stuff like that. It’s those kinds of comments that can land a girl in hot water. I should know.

Have you ever noticed there are two types of postal workers? There are the extremely helpful kind. The ones who pat the dogs, stow the package somewhere out of the rain, wait the extra minute for the elderly people to get to the door. And then there’s Dwayne, our postman.

Dwayne, if you don’t mind. Not Wayne. Not Dane. Dwayne. As if his mother had a stroke while filling in his birth certificate and the scrawl next to the name Wayne looked a little like a D.

As I arrive at Ishaan’s gate, Dwayne pulls up on his scooter and retrieves a small square box from his satchel. More vitamins, no doubt.

“Not home?” Dwayne asks.

I point to the small pile of boxes already on Ishaan’s doormat. “Apparently not. I can take it.”

“Can’t. Needs to be signed for.”

For pity’s sake. As if someone is going to steal his bloody vitamins.

“I’ll sign,” I say.

“Are you Ishaan Patel?”

“There is nothing less attractive,” I tell Dwayne, “than a humorless man.”

Dwayne returns the box to his satchel and moves to the next house, and I turn to the small pile of boxes already on Ishaan’s doormat.

I rap on the door with the old knocker.

“When was the last time you saw Ishaan?” I ask Peter, who is wheeling his rubbish bin, and mine, out to the mouth of the lane for collection.

“Ishaan?” He thinks a moment. “Must have been a couple of days ago. He was bent over retrieving a package from his doorstep when I walked past. When he’d noticed me he shouted: ‘Vitamin C!’ Not ‘Good morning. Have you ever thought about taking vitamin C?’ Or even ‘Looky here, my vitamin C has arrived.’ Just ‘Vitamin C!’ Then he disappeared back inside his house. Between you and me, Blind Freddy could see that Ishaan needs something a lot stronger than vitamin C.”

“Ne’er has a bigger truth been uttered. Thanks, Peter.”

He moves along, unperturbed, and I go to the window and peer inside. It is impossible to see anything through the dirty net curtains.

I return to my place, past Daphne and Persephone, who are still on my porch. The floorboards creak as I make my way down the hallway—if I were any younger I’d have worried I might need to redo the floors. I pass my bedroom, wallpapered in the once-vibrant orange and brown shades that were the height of fashion in the ’70s; the bathroom, with its avocado-colored sink and toilet; the spare bedroom, door closed as always. I make my way into the back room, made up of a kitchen, a mishmash of orange laminate and cheap wooden cabinets; a dining corner, comprised of one small, lacquered round table and four threadbare chairs; and a lounge room, with vintage armchair and couch, both upholstered in a faded tweed.

Through the back door is a small brick-paved courtyard and Hills Hoist. Ishaan and I share a fence line on one side, and the palings face him, so I climb onto the bottom rung and peer over.

Nugget sees me and begins barking hysterically.

“Ishaan!” I call out, leaning over the top. “You there?”

No response. Then again, Ishaan is hard of hearing, and he’d be hard-pressed to hear me at the best of times, let alone over the top of Nugget’s barking.

“You’re going to jump over?” Daphne asks, suddenly behind me.

“I guess I’ll have to.”

It’s true that I’m eighty-one years old, but as I’ve mentioned, I’m not your average eighty-one-year-old. I start climbing. It’s pretty easy. My knees crack a little, and the weathered wood presses into my old hands uncomfortably, but it’s fine until I get to the top. I’d hoped to see some sort of ledge, or chair, or BBQ area that I could step onto, but there is merely a drop straight down to a weedy-looking garden bed below.

“Do you see anything, Elsa?” Persephone calls.

“Elsie,” I correct. “And yes, I see an incensed dog.”

Having Persephone on my side of the fence is all the motivation I need. I don’t give myself time to consider whether I might break a hip or my neck, or even how I will explain that I’m rappelling into Ishaan’s back garden down the track. I also don’t take the time to consider that, perhaps, a call to the police to conduct a welfare check might be a better idea. Unfortunately, this doesn’t occur to me until I’m sliding down Ishaan’s side of the fence, catching my ankle painfully on a shard of wood or nail.

“Shit!”

“I’m telling my mum,” Persephone calls. “You sweared.”

“Fuck off,” I reply.

Daphne chortles.

I stand straight. To my surprise, Nugget doesn’t take a chunk out of my ankle, or even my slacks. Instead, she looks at me intently, then runs back toward the house.

One thing I hadn’t considered until now was what I would do once I got into Ishaan’s backyard. I don’t typically consider myself a fools-rush-in sort. Perhaps I’m experiencing some of the Alzheimer’s-induced madness that I read about recently in Pensioner’s Weekly.

“What are you doing now?” Daphne calls.

“I’ll just … go rap on the back door, I guess,” I tell her, and myself.

But as it turns out, I don’t need to rap, because Ishaan’s back door is glass, and through it I see him lying on the kitchen floor. He’s in his brown terry cloth dressing gown, and his skin is the dirty white color of the linoleum floor. His eyes are open and unblinking.

Nugget watches him, her nose pressed up against the glass, her energetic little body suddenly drained of energy. For the first time all day, she doesn’t yap.
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THEN

I was born in 1944, just as the war was coming to an end. Christened Mabel Elsie Waller, I was the first child of Elliott Waller and Mary Fitzpatrick—a couple well-known in the right circles for their good looks; their obscene wealth; and Rosehill, our stately home, an Edwardian mansion with a sweeping veranda, mahogany-paneled drawing rooms, and a full-time groundsman who still called my father “sir” long after it was fashionable. It had once been the residence of my grandparents as well as several prominent figures in Australia, including a former prime minister.

They were also well-known in our community as the parents of Mad Mabel.

I don’t remember ever discovering that was my nickname. Like discovering you have blue eyes or a vagina, it was something I’d always known but never thought a great deal about. I do, however, remember the day my mother found out.

It was a Sunday morning in the sweltering heat of an Australian summer, and I was six. The sky was the kind of endless blue you could fall into, and the parishioners of St. Mary’s had spilled out into the courtyard after Mass and immediately split into three distinct factions: the men, who stood in loose circles, talking about business; the women, who stood in tight knots, gossiping about other women; and the children, who, elated after being forced to sit still for an hour, tore around on the grass outside the Presbytery, snatching each other’s hats and frisbeeing them in front of oncoming traffic.

The men’s conversation drifted over us—chatter about the Menzies government, the rise of suburban development, and whether petrol rationing would ever return. The women’s talk was lighter, filled with murmurs of who was seen at Georges of Collins Street last week, which girl was engaged to a bank clerk, and how so-and-so’s son had joined the RAAF.

I remained at my mother’s side, something that I knew caused her tremendous irritation, particularly when my presence impeded the divulging of some juicy gossip by another mother. Still, her irritation was preferable to the humiliation of trying to join in where I wasn’t wanted.

That particular day, I’d been grateful that another child—a little boy of about four or five—also insisted on hanging about his mother’s legs, saving me from being the only one. Until he’d pointed his chubby little finger at me and said, “You’re Mad Mabel.”

My mother looked down at the boy, and then me. “Did you just call her Mad Mabel?”

He nodded.

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Everyone does.”

“Why?”

Neither the boy nor I had an answer for this. It hadn’t occurred to me that there would be a reason, beyond a way to be cruel.

“Does everyone call you this?” she asked, as we walked home from Mass a little while later in the shimmering heat. “Even your friends?”

“Friends?”

Mum looked as if she was about to repeat herself. Yes, Mabel, friends. Then it dawned. “You don’t have any friends?”

It felt impossible that this could be news to her. Had she lived in an alternate house, where the doorbell rang constantly, and the backyard was full of the squeals of neighborhood children? Was it possible that she’d been so caught up in her own affairs that she hadn’t noticed what a social failure her daughter was?

She became silent, perhaps thinking of all the opportunities I’d had to make friends—the playgroups, the church activities, the playdates at the houses of her friends who had similar-aged children. The reasons these didn’t pan out varied. The church kids didn’t think me pious enough; the kids from playgroup were scared of tall people; the twin daughters of my mother’s friend Pauline already had each other, so didn’t need more friends. I’d never expressly told my mother these things, we didn’t have that kind of relationship. But I assumed she’d noticed. I’d thought she’d remained silent to spare me the embarrassment.

“I did have Daphne,” I said.

I said it to try to cheer Mum up, but it didn’t have the desired effect.

Daphne had been in my class at four-year-old kindergarten. She’d started a few weeks after the rest of us, after her parents had relocated from England. After several weeks of following the teacher around at playtime while other kids buddied up to play, she’d marched right up to me and said: “You’re the princess and I’m the wicked queen, get in your tower!”

And we were off.

Daphne was the friend I’d been waiting for. She had a funny accent and said things like “balderdash” and “tickety-boo” and my personal favorite, “corsets I will.” She ate buttered bread with Marmite, and said “I say” when surprised. She was the greatest thing to ever happen to me—she was cheeky and naughty and we were forever getting into mischief together. Perhaps this was why my mother hadn’t been terribly disappointed when I told her the news that Daphne was moving back to England.

I was still brokenhearted.

“Well,” Mum said, as we began to walk again. She reached into her handbag—a soft leather clutch from Finlay Bros.—and took out her handkerchief, which she used to dab at her forehead. “You’ll make other friends then. At school. Don’t worry.”

School, Mum decided, was where friendship would finally happen for me. She was sure of it. I didn’t share her confidence. Even at a young age, I’d understood that school was nothing more than a convenient place to put the youth during those years they were not yet fit for the workforce. The nuns would be strict, the uniforms scratchy, and the days long. But Mum was adamant.

I tried not to get caught up in her enthusiasm, but clearly, I didn’t try hard enough. Because when my first day came around, I was hopeful. Almost expectant. Unfortunately, with great expectation came the opportunity for great disappointment.

School is an arduous thing. Sure, there are a few who sail through it like a yacht in the breeze, untouched by its breathless cruelty, but the vast majority would agree that it’s ghastly. The stiff, itchy uniform. The unspoken hierarchy of the playground, policed far more rigorously than anything in the adult world. The lack of control over your life. The viciousness and unpredictability of a peer group hardwired to protect their place in the pack at all costs. The relentless inevitability of school, day after day after day. To add insult to injury, it’s sold to you by older folk like it’s a golden ticket to Willy Wonka’s chocolate factory. Talk about gaslighting.

An only child of uninterested parents, I was left to my own devices for most of my formative years—encouraged to run off and play or simply make myself scarce. Once children were old enough to walk, they were expected to walk out the door and start creating mischief somewhere else. There’s nothing wrong with this model of parenting, per se, and for many kids it worked well. There was the beach and bushlands to explore, billy carts to race, and footy games in vacant lots that lasted until the streetlights flickered on. But for me, with no friends, it meant childhood was desperately, bone-achingly lonely.

Given my enjoyment of learning, my red hair, and my unusual height, I was an obvious target of bullying at school. A smart girl who liked books and had the nerve to be taller than half the boys? Unforgivable. In grade 4, I was locked in the boys’ bathroom at school and not released until I was prepared to declare that I had ambiguous genitalia. In grade 6, on the school bus, I was punched in the spine so hard I wet myself. The bus driver didn’t stop either. He merely called out for us to “pipe down, in the back.” In grade 7, I was given six sharp whacks on the hand with the strap by Brother Stanislaus for defacing a school library book that had been planted in my bag.

These indignities were distressing, of course, but nothing was as shameful as the performance I went through every afternoon when Mum asked, “Did you have a good day?”

“Great,” I’d say. “Wonderful!”

On the odd occasion, if I could muster it, I’d manage a story about something funny that happened in class or a friend I’d made. Sometimes I’d dawdle home and pretend that one of the girls from a few streets over had invited me to afternoon tea. As noble as it would feel to say I did this for Mum’s sake, it isn’t true. I did it for me. Because, as a few choice victims know, the only thing worse than bullying itself is the shame of speaking it aloud.

My bedroom at Rosehill was enormous by any yardstick. It had its own bathroom, a playroom, and two enormous windows—one that faced the stretch of golden sand leading to the bay, and the other, a huge bay window and seat that overlooked the adjacent cul-de-sac.

The bay window gave me a ringside seat to the neighborhood kids playing, which they always were. Most of the play revolved around sport. In summer, the boys played cricket; in winter, it was football, our driveway gate serving as the goalposts. When the weather was nice, I’d open the window so I could listen to them talking.

When my mother noticed me watching, she would suggest I join in, as if such a thing was easy. When I declined, she inferred that it was my reticence to try that was causing my issues with friends. She’d sigh dramatically, smooth down the pleats of her skirt, and remind me that when she was my age, she had friends over “for sponge cake and cordial” nearly every weekend. After a while I understood that I had to march myself down, if only to satisfy Mum and stop her marching me down there herself.

I chose the day I overheard the kids in the street coming up with a plan to scale the back fences of all the houses in a race—a backyard challenge. Apparently, the Caseys at number 5 had got a new Sunbeam Mixmaster, and whoever made it around the whole cul-de-sac without getting caught by an adult would win one of Mrs. Casey’s famous malted milkshakes, the kind she served in frosty metal cups. I’m not sure if it was confidence in my climbing or my love of milkshakes that got me out of my window seat that day, but I sidled up to the group of kids who were discussing the best place to start the challenge and blurted out, “Can I play?”

As expected, the kids assessed me with suspicion. It was as if I’d just stepped off one of the flying saucers I’d been hearing about on 3XY radio.

“The fence challenge,” I explained. “I’d like to … join in.”

Their eyes slid back and forth in their sockets as they floundered to figure out who was authorized to answer. Such was the peculiar world of playground politics—hierarchies formed through footy prowess, sibling seniority, and sheer force of personality. A few of the younger kids looked scared. I was scared too, though I was careful not to show it. My best chance, I’d figured, was to act as though I deserved to be there or, heaven forbid, belonged.

Finally, Billy Harris stepped up, the self-appointed authority. He was the oldest Harris boy, as handsome as he was stupid. I’d never liked the Harris boys. Shifty eyes, same as their father’s.

“All right,” Billy said. “You can be the timekeeper, Mabel. Go into your garden and wait by the fence. When the winner makes it over, come back and tell us who it was.” Billy didn’t even try to conceal his smirk. “Wait until the winner comes through. I don’t want to see you again until the winner has made it over your fence.”

As the group ran away, I consoled myself with the fact that I already knew no one was coming.
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Rosehill, my family home, was, and still is, the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen. I don’t say this to be conceited, nor do I have a particular proclivity for beautiful houses, but the fact remains—it was a spectacular home. A grand Edwardian estate with a ballroom, a conservatory, a pool, and a separate guesthouse. The walls were wallpapered and wood-paneled, the ceilings were high and papered, the cornices intricate. The lush gardens and expansive lawns were famously the site of the parish Easter egg hunt and had been long before the home was ours.

But while it’s fair to say there was a lot of love for Rosehill in our community, no one loved it more than my father. During parties, he’d hold court, telling stories of its history, his personal favorite being his own history with the house.

“When I was a boy, I used to walk past Rosehill every morning on my way to school. Rosehill wasn’t on the way to my school, mind you—it added a half-hour round trip to my morning—but day after day, I did it.

“Usually, I peered at it from across the road, but once, I was there when the iceman came in his horse and cart, and the gates opened so I could see right up the driveway. I thought it must be a castle because there was a princess right there in the window”—here he would turn to my mother, tipping his glass in her direction—“my future wife.”

That part always got a reaction—an awww from the women, a teasing remark from one of the men, and, as expected, the faintest blush from my mother.

“I think even then, I knew Rosehill would be mine one day. I knew that I’d be the prince.”

It was a long time before I realized the love story wasn’t between my mother and father at all. It was between my father and a house.

I noticed it in small ways first—how he would run a hand along the banister absentmindedly as he walked down the staircase, how he took his morning tea on the veranda, not for the sunshine but to admire the grand columns that framed the entrance. I started to see how he spoke of Rosehill, not as a place where we lived, but as something he owned, something he had conquered.

And my mother? She was part of the story, but not in the way I had thought. She was the girl in the window. The princess in the castle. Not loved, exactly. Just … there.

In the corner of my mother’s bedroom was a dressing table with a large oval-shaped mirror in the center, and two smaller oval mirrors on either side. It had an upholstered bench seat that nestled underneath. The dressing table was a polished wooden piece, with rounded edges and delicate, carved legs. I knew enough from picture storybooks that a girl was supposed to sit at it of an evening while taking off her jewelry, after which she’d brush her hair a hundred times. I spent a large chunk of my early childhood sitting at this dressing table among the luxurious Lancôme lipsticks, compacts from Yardley, and delicate glass perfume bottles from Shalimar—watching Mum get ready for an evening out and listening to Blue Hills, her favorite serial, on the wireless radio.

“When Blue Hills starts,” she used to say, “the world stops.”

Mum drank sherry, or sometimes gin, while she got ready for an evening out. Sometimes she drank both, and a lot of it. This could be a good thing. It was a good thing on the days she decided to give me a makeover. (I wasn’t interested in makeup, but I was very interested in my mother’s attention, so this was most welcome.) Occasionally, she’d keep my back to the mirror until she was finished so she could do a “reveal.” She’d curl my lashes, pinch my cheeks, and carefully apply a dash of lipstick—Red-Red by Tangee. “It’s the perfect red,” she commented every time. “Blood red.”

I always gasped and clapped when she finally spun me around, and Mum would watch me with a small, pleased smile.

On bad days, instead of watching me with a smile, she began to cry. Some days she cried so loud and for so long that the entire house pulsed with it. One day she became so upset she put her fist clean through the large oval mirror, all the way to the other side.

She was right, I thought, as I watched the blood run down her wrist. It was the exact color of Red-Red by Tangee.
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To my publishers around the world—particularly Alex Lloyd and the team at Pan Macmillan Australia—thank you for all you do. Special thanks to Bri Collins for saving my skin when I accidentally marked up the wrong document. It is a true curse to work with me when anything technical is involved. Or anything involving detail. Or anything that requires me to remember … anything.

To the translators: You are brave, wonderful, and probably slightly traumatized by the strange Aussie lingo I insist on using.

To my literary agent, Rob Weisbach—thank you for being the calm in every storm, the brains behind the business, and the one who talks me off metaphorical ledges with terrifying regularity. You make the impossible happen again and again and I am so grateful.
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Speaking of weird people—thank you to my children. If I had to pick three humans to hang out with for the rest of my life, it would be you three. I love you fiercely. I am endlessly proud of you. And I’d like to take this opportunity to say: Please stop sticking used ice-cream sticks down the back of the couch. I know you say it isn’t you, but it’s not me, and unless we have a stealthy dessert-loving burglar, we all know who it is. Do better. ILY.
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