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When the night was over, and for a long time after the incident, Naomi was still unsure whether what she had seen had been a figment of her imagination, whether she’d had some sort of premonition, or if, in fact, she had come face to face with something far more sinister. What she did know was that what had happened had been on her watch, and for that, she was irrevocably saddened.

She had spoken at length to police: multiple conversations about what she had witnessed, what she had heard, timelines, and so forth, and she had sincerely wanted to help. Naomi hardly considered herself a people person, a neighborhood watch kind of gal, but she had told the detectives everything she knew and nothing that was not the truth. It was just unfortunate that there were some things she really couldn’t speak about—some things she would rather not think about at all, and for that, she was sincerely adamant.

***

Naomi pulled her little yellow RAV into her usual parking spot. At this time of the morning, only a couple of cars dotted the university lots, so, technically, everywhere was her parking spot. Once, she’d dared the Vice Chancellor’s, but he’d arrived early and not been amused. From then on, she stuck to the one under the streetlight and directly across from the pathway that led to the central quadrant.

A minute past midnight, Naomi liked this hour – nothing and no one to muddle her thoughts. The harsh mantel of the day was lifted, and when she looked upwards, she could gaze into infinity, see beyond into the cusps of other worlds—places where, perhaps, the spirit people dwelt. She was okay sharing her time with them. They made minimal demands of her, unlike the chaotic mandates required from her household occupants.

She had left a note on the kitchen table for Jess, her daughter. Home again after the breakup of a hasty and irresponsible marriage to Michael. Like any good mother, Naomi had tried to warn her off him in a way that didn’t seem like she was warning her off the useless piece of work that he was. But daughters did what they did best, not listen to their mothers when they needed to, and, lo and behold, three years on, here she was home again. She and little Samantha. Sweet kid, two years old, and a bundle of two-year-old disruption.

Naomi had packed her a lunch box before she’d left, ironed her a dress for Kindy. She had also ironed Jess an outfit for work because she knew she’d leave everything until the last panicked moment. She had made pancakes. Breakfast, lunch, and possibly dinner for her eighteen-year-old son, Jasper, just in case he decided to get out of bed and actually make it into his classes. A one-hundred-dollar note she had tucked under the maple syrup jar to fill his car and to pick up groceries – chances were, he’d pocket fifty, but he could only live on pancakes for so long, and he’d get the message soon enough.

Naomi stretched herself out of her seat. She was a tall woman, long-limbed and coffee-skinned, revealing her mixed heritage. Her mother, Amare, had migrated from the West African nation of Benin in the late sixties when her father had accepted a professorship at Sydney University. An exotic beauty in her day, she had carried her proud African heritage in dress and demeanor and, to the chagrin of her parents, her passion for Vodun as a rebellious identity. Insisting that as the first daughter in a matriarchal lineage, she not only haled from sacred royalty but held the exalted position of priestess was a constant source of embarrassment to her father. Even though he was teaching Ancient Religious Practices to an enthusiastic faculty, he would rather his daughter embrace a more conventional theological approach – not the least of which entailed assimilating with a little more grace into the local culture.

Amare insisted, however, that even if her mother preferred to adopt meat pies and shrimps on barbies than acknowledge a status preordained through the right of blood and selected by the oracle herself – it did not mean her daughter should be denied her rightful heritage. That her mother yielded to a man, albeit her husband, was outrageous in the eyes of a young Amare. That her father prevailed as the head of the household, supported, no doubt, by the patriarchal colonial society of the time, in an academic environment to which he yearned to belong, didn’t leave much wriggle room for discussion, let alone balance or communication.

Not long after her eighteenth birthday, Amare began a passionate relationship with a student from a prominent, well-to-do family. Deliciously scandalous, she boasted of clandestine rendezvous and pacts of running off – for her, away from stuffy academic boorishness, and for him, the supposed constraints of familial obligation.

While all of that may have been true, unfortunately, after baby Naomi made an unexpected arrival and following pressure from said ‘well-to-do family,’ the novelty of the relationship quickly soured. Amare and baby Naomi had promptly found themselves outsiders: from his family, from hers, and from a society that, though not wholly unwelcoming, never fully accepted her as anything other than a novelty.

“Saw that coming,” Amare would say to Naomi, who hardly grasped the nuances of adult relationships, let alone why her father did not want anything to do with her. Or why grandparents were never spoken about, and even the ones who looked like her were distant and unengaging—eventually leading her mother to pack up and leave her parents’ home.

“Saw that coming,” her mother had said as she and Naomi bordered a plane to the central-eastern seaboard of Queensland. South of the state capital of Brisbane, the Gold Coast was a destination of endless white sand, sandflies, and mass development – and was to be their new start.

Back then, it was a popular coastal spot for sun lovers, picnickers, and longboard surfers who flocked to beaches called Surfer’s Paradise and Burleigh Heads. Back then, no one could have imagined the dynamism of its growth, that miles of mosquito-ridden swamps could be turned into hectares of glamorous canal frontage homes, golf courses, hotel and resort complexes, and a billion-dollar tourist industry to rival anywhere in the world – except her mother. She’d seen that coming. Invested her payoff shut-up-and-go-quietly money and Naomi’s annual allowance – until the age of eighteen – and made a fortune in real estate.

Now her mother was free to be as novel and exotic as she damn well liked. A queen around town, a darling with the socialite set, and monied “best friends.” They loved her for who she was – a personality as wide as the South Pacific, and they were mystified by this larger-than-life black woman who embraced a mystical culture that haled from the darkest parts of the African continent. “Magic,” they exclaimed. “A type of voodoo,” they called it, and, though a bit theatrical for young Naomi’s tastes, her mother’s aptitude for illuminating pasts, foretelling futures, and casting the odd hex did nothing to detract from her enigmatic charm – no pun intended.
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Naomi gathered a ring of keys and her security pass from the glove compartment and sauntered to the rear of the car. Her mother might have had the parlors of bored, rich, local women, but this was Naomi’s domain, within the silent halls and abandoned offices of the university – which were not so silent and not so abandoned for someone with the gifts Naomi had inadvertently inherited. But augury and monied inheritance aside, Naomi enjoyed the business path she had chosen – cleaning. She strove for order and structure. Something she had worked hard at– primarily to distance herself from the esoteric. She was diligent and thorough – mostly because she was patient, a more conventional gift she reckoned she had inherited from putting up with her mother.

Most of Naomi’s work tools were locked in janitorial cupboards on each of the building’s floors, but, like her mother, she did keep a few of what she called her magical weapons in a basket she carried with her holdall of clean towels. Not fetishes and incantations, but her own concoctions and potions of the trade. She was here to do her job properly, and she wasn’t going to entrust its outcome to mass-produced detergents alone.

Naomi hoisted the holdall onto her shoulders. Basket in hand, she used her elbow to close the car’s boot. As she looked up, an offshore breeze rustled the foliage around. It warmed her cheeks and watered her eyes. The moon was large but not quite full. It cloaked the surroundings in a pallid glow like the world had lost its color, and all that remained of the trees and rocks and buildings were the silhouetted forms of their outer casings – the shells that protected the spirits within. Naomi had grown up in the knowledge that the Vodun spirits, indeed the divine essence of earth itself, resided within every element on the planet and, therefore, could be called upon for intervention or protection. As a child, she’d found the stories comforting. As an adult, the notion seemed a little silly.

She heard them before she saw them, above her a shrill chatter, then bearing down a cloud that darkened the night sky.

Bats.

Hundreds of them sweeping in urgent charge, and though they were well above her head, Naomi instinctively bent her knees. She watched as they circled the quadrant in frenzied motion, parting ranks to arc between the faculty buildings, merging once again like liquid mercury. It was unsettling. She’d never seen them in such numbers, certainly not this far from the hinterland, and never behaving in such a chaotic way. Naomi tightened her grip on her holdall.

What was she to make of that?

Her mother would have been intrigued. All things spontaneous, unpredictable, and quirky had excited her. Relevance would be drawn to indicate fated significance. Providence. Luck. Doom.

Probably nothing, Naomi rationalized. Their presence, let alone behavior, meant nothing at all.

Feeding, she justified. Attracted to a bunch of insects enticed by the lights, though, what did she know about the dining habits of bats and bugs? She picked up her basket of supplies and hustled up the shrub-lined pathway.

The sprinklers must have just cycled off; the air was fragrant with damp earth and the silver bloom of murraya hedgerows. It was dark, with the only light coming from the reflected glow off the campus buildings and the occasional up-lighting of feature trees. Naomi had never felt afraid on her nightly treks, even though the bushes on this patch of her journey were dense enough to hide a predator. Perhaps she was still shaking off the crazy behavior of the bats, but tonight, she inwardly berated Carol, who usually accompanied her. She had called in sick – again. Naomi didn’t need to possess psychic abilities to know that the only thing sick about Carol was her propensity for swiping left – or was it right…? Getting involved with the wrong men, then drinking enough so they became Mr. Right. Lunacy, really, but, as always, Naomi would give her the benefit of the doubt—a braver woman than she, navigating the dating scene with the confidence that she did.

The sky above the campus was clear now, but she could hear distant chirping. A large fig tree around one of the properties bordered the canal frontage, and she assumed that’s where the bats had landed.

Naomi contemplated their presence again and wondered why they had left such an
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