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Frankie turned the radio up before the road narrowed towards Gidgee.

The presenter was carrying on about a new restaurant in Teneriffe, all polished vowels and earnest delight. Fine. Better his voice than the quiet.

Out here, quiet had good aim.

The country had gone the colour it always did once the heat settled in properly. Dry paddocks. Scrub. Gidgee trees holding on without asking for applause. The road ran flat and white ahead of her, trembling in the late-afternoon shimmer, and every truck that came the other way hit the little hire car with a wall of air hard enough to remind her she was a long way from Brisbane and all its useful distractions.

Fourteen years was the true number.

She had been back for a funeral once, for Christmas once, for one weekend she had cut short and never explained. Those visits had been tactical. This one had a suitcase in the boot, black clothes on a hanger, and a solicitor already using the phrase estate administration in her head. Get in, sort it, stay useful, get out before the place started trying anything.

Her phone lit up in the cupholder.

Elliot.

You there yet?

Frankie left it face-up until the screen went dark again.

Ahead, the town sign appeared with the same tired confidence it had always had. GIDGEE. The population numbers underneath had faded almost to nothing. Someone had tried to peel a sticker off one corner and given up halfway through. The town was still half-broken and stubborn about it.

She drove past the servo first, which was a tactical error.

Sheryl Baines was behind the counter, visible through the glass, head already lifting. Clocking the car. Clocking her. Filing the information for broad and immediate release.

Frankie kept driving.

Main street. Bakery. Chemist. Council office. The butcher with the same red-painted window frame. Two utes parked badly. A man in high-vis outside the newsagency with one boot up on the step, talking to someone inside and looking as though he might still be there at sunset if nobody moved him on.

Then the Royal came into view.

Her grip on the wheel changed.

Same veranda. Same worn timber rails. Same paint, flattened by the sun and still holding. A handwritten specials board stood out the front in thick chalk, one price rubbed out and changed. A hanging fern near the steps had gone half-brown and was still somehow alive. The place sat there the way old pubs did when they had seen drought, funerals, split shifts, bad management, worse luck, and the occasional Friday-night punch-on and kept opening anyway.

Frankie pulled into the side car park and killed the engine.

The presenter kept talking for another two seconds before the silence came in.

She sat there with both hands on the steering wheel.

“Great,” she said to the windscreen.

The heat hit the second she opened the door. Hot dust. Diesel off the road. Frying oil from somewhere nearby. Her shoes were wrong for gravel, which annoyed her more than it should have. She got the suitcase out, shut the boot harder than necessary, then stood for a moment looking at the side of the building.

It was bigger than she remembered. Not grander. Just more solid. Less childhood backdrop. More building that had been carrying people and money and trouble for decades.

She hauled the suitcase up the side steps and through the door.

The smell hit first.

Beer sunk deep into timber. Lemon disinfectant. Heat trapped in old walls. Frying onions from the kitchen. Something stale, something clean, something entirely the Royal and nowhere else.

The front bar was dim after the glare outside. Ceiling fans turned overhead. The mirrors behind the bar had gone spotted with age. The stools were the same cracked vinyl. Somebody had changed the taps. That irritated her instantly.

Lyn Hobbs looked up from under the till.

She did not smile. She did not put a hand to her chest and say God, look at you. She looked Frankie over once, taking in the city shirt, the expensive bag, the hair that had cost money to make look as though it had not, and the shoes unsuited to pub floors.

“Thought that’d be you,” she said.

Frankie set the suitcase upright. “Hello, Lyn.”

Lyn gave a short nod. “Coffee?”

Frankie let out a breath. “Please.”

Lyn turned to the machine.

Frankie rested one hand on the bar. Sticky in one patch. Smooth in another. Familiar enough to be rude.

“You’re thinner,” Lyn said over her shoulder.

Frankie blinked. “That’s aggressive for the first ten seconds.”

“You’re wearing those shoes on old floorboards. You’ll live.”

“I’ve missed your warmth.”

“No you haven’t.”

The coffee arrived in a thick white mug that had probably survived three owners and at least one flood. Lyn set it down in front of her.

“Thanks.”

“Funeral director dropped the last paperwork off.” Lyn reached for a clean glass and started polishing it. “Solicitor rang. Wants you there tomorrow at ten.”

“Of course he does.”

“He’s excited.”

“About what?”

“Being a solicitor.”

Frankie took a sip. Strong. Hot. Completely uninterested in tasting notes. Exactly right.

She looked across into the dining room. Practical tables. Old timber chairs. A chalkboard advertising steak night. A stack of high chairs near the kitchen door. The room where June had done wakes and fundraisers and Christmas lunches and one spectacularly hostile quiz night Frankie still thought about when she needed proof that her family had never been built for ease.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

Lyn kept polishing the same glass. “Which bit?”

Frankie tipped her chin towards the corridor at the back. “Her office?”

“Still there.”

Frankie picked up the mug and headed for it.

The office door stuck in exactly the same place it always had. She had to shoulder it a little at the end, which annoyed her because the movement lived in her body like a habit she had never consciously kept. The room beyond was smaller than memory and fuller with objects. Desk. Filing cabinet. Shelves stacked with folders. Supplier catalogues. A fan turning overhead with a click every third rotation. June’s glasses folded beside a stapler. A wall calendar still hanging with her handwriting all over it.

Frankie stopped in the doorway.

The air in here was different. Paper. Dust. Old heat. The dry smell of practical women holding whole lives together with lists and invoices and refusal.

She set the mug down on the desk.

Notes in June’s hand were everywhere. Sharp writing in margins. Underlined totals. A circled order number with Idiot beside it. One invoice had Call him again written across the top so hard the pen had nearly gone through.

Frankie smiled before she could stop herself.

The smile went when she opened the right-hand drawer.

It stuck, then gave. Inside: batteries, takeaway menus, elastic bands, a dead highlighter, a notebook, old receipts, Panadol, envelopes, and one blue pen with the cap chewed to pieces.

Frankie put both hands flat on the desk and looked at the pen.

From the bar came the muffled thud of the screen door, then Lyn talking to someone. Ordinary sounds. The till opening. A glass set down. The pub carrying on.

Her fingers had gone to the ring before she noticed.

June’s ring sat heavy on her right hand. Plain gold. Nothing decorative about it. Frankie wore it every day without ever deciding to. She looked at it now as if it had arrived there by trick.

She straightened, took another sip of coffee, and looked properly around the room. The split seam in the desk chair. The filing cabinet June had always threatened to throw out and never had. The fan clicking overhead. A stack of accommodation brochures from about ten years ago. A room built out of invoices, bookings, and being the person who got rung when everything went wrong.

She had booked a room at the motel on the highway. Neutral ground. Air-conditioning. No ghosts. No bar staff knocking at seven because the gas bottles had arrived and someone needed to sign. It had seemed sensible when she made the booking from Brisbane with a glass of wine in her hand and an entirely fraudulent sense of control.

Back in the bar, Lyn was stacking glasses. Frankie came out with the empty mug and the office key she had found on the desk.

Lyn’s eyes went to it. “She kept your old room made up.”

Frankie frowned. “Why?”

Lyn shrugged. “June.”

That was, infuriatingly, sufficient.

“I booked the motel.”

“Mm.”

Frankie waited for the push. Some line about family or home or what June would have wanted.

Lyn kept stacking glasses.

Then she reached under the bar and brought up a second key on a faded wooden fob.

Room 4.

Frankie stared at it.

She remembered the lace curtain. The old wardrobe with one door that never closed properly. The view from the window over the back area where deliveries arrived and smokers gathered and arguments lost steam. She remembered being sixteen and lying on that narrow bed with a library book and a plan so bright and hard it had felt holy: get out, get clever, get too expensive to pity.

“Only if you want it,” Lyn said.

Frankie picked up the key.

Lyn nodded once, as if that settled something practical and none of her business. “Sheets are clean. Air-con still moody.”

“When was it ever not?”

“Fair.”

The screen door banged.

Frankie turned.

A woman in activewear stood in the doorway with takeaway containers balanced in one arm and an expression of open delight on her face.

“Well, hell,” she said. “It is you.”

Frankie closed her eyes for half a second. “Hi, Bec.”

Rebecca Carney came in carrying heat and school-pickup energy and the moral force of a woman who had not had time all day for nonsense and was not planning to start now. Her hair was scraped up badly. There was a smear of something orange on one sleeve. She looked exactly right.

She dumped the containers on the bar, hugged Lyn one-armed, then turned back and gave Frankie a long once-over.

“You look expensive,” Bec said.

“That’s very kind.”

“It wasn’t praise.”

“Then it’s very accurate.”

Bec snorted and came around the bar before Frankie could stop her. The hug was quick, hard and free of ceremony. She smelled like sunscreen and schoolyard dust.

When Bec stepped back, she kept her hands on Frankie’s shoulders for one second and took her in properly.

“You all right?”

It was such a plain question that Frankie nearly lied on instinct.

“Perfectly,” she said.

Bec’s mouth moved. “Sure.”

Lyn slid one of the takeaway containers closer to her. “What’d you bring?”

“Lasagne. From my mother, who heard Frankie was in town before I did, which is offensive.”

“Sheryl saw the car,” Lyn said.

“Of course she did.” Bec tipped her head at Frankie. “You went past the servo first?”

“I made a tactical error.”

“You really have been away too long.”

The screen door banged again, lighter this time, followed by a smaller voice saying, “Mum, if you tell everyone everything before I get in there, what’s the point of me even being alive?”

Mia Carney came in with a school bag hanging off one shoulder and the exact expression of a child who had already had enough of adults by five-thirty. She stopped when she saw Frankie.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re real.”

Frankie stared at her. “I’m sorry?”

Mia dropped the bag by a stool. “Mum talks about you like a person who left in 2008 and became a cautionary tale.”

Bec pointed at her daughter. “This is why teachers drink.”

Frankie, against her will, felt the corner of her mouth shift. “I’m glad to know I’ve maintained such an active local profile.”

Mia folded her arms and studied her. Eleven, maybe. Sharp face. Sharp eyes. Entirely unimpressed by adult fragility.

“You sound different,” Mia said.

Bec closed her eyes. “Please don’t.”

Frankie lifted a brow. “Do I?”

“A bit. Like newsreaders. But only at the start of sentences.”

Lyn made a noise into the glasses she was stacking.

Bec put a hand on Mia’s shoulder. “That’ll do.”

“It’s fine,” Frankie said, because it was. Offensive, but fine. “Children should be allowed to terrorise strangers.”

“I’m not a stranger,” Mia said. “You’re the one who left.”

The room held that.

Then Bec said, with professional calm that fooled nobody, “Excellent. Well. Since we’ve all chosen violence.”

Mia looked genuinely confused. “What? It’s true.”

Frankie set the mug down. “Yes. It is.”

Mia took that in with the bright, hard curiosity of children who had not yet learned to smooth anything over for adult comfort.

“You’re staying here?” she asked.

Frankie looked at the key in her hand. “Apparently.”

“In the pub?”

“For the moment.”

Mia nodded. “Cool.”

Bec looked at Frankie. “She means absolutely terrifying.”

“I heard that,” Mia said.

“That was the point.”

Lyn took the lasagne lid off and peered inside. “Good woman, your mother.”

“She knows death requires carbohydrates.”

Frankie leaned one hip against the bar and let the rhythm of them happen around her. Bec telling Lyn about a fight in the Year Fives over a class guinea pig roster. Mia recounting a teacher’s pronunciation failure with the bleak authority of a war correspondent. Lyn passing plates out from somewhere under the counter as if feeding people in this building was less a choice than weather. The ordinary pressure of local life closing around her before she had even had time to panic properly.

Bec looked over while spooning lasagne onto a plate. “How long are you here?”

Frankie opened her mouth with the old answer ready. Couple of days. Just sorting things. In and out.

It died on the way out.

“I don’t know yet,” she said.

Three heads lifted.

Nobody made a production of it. They just noticed.

Bec handed her a plate. “There’s a sentence.”

“Don’t,” Frankie said, taking it.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

“That does feel unfair. I haven’t even really started.”

Mia sat on a stool swinging one leg. “Are you from Brisbane-Brisbane now?”

Frankie sat opposite her with the plate balanced on one knee. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Mia said patiently, “do you say you’re from Brisbane even if you’re really from here because that sounds better?”

Bec made a strangled noise that might have been laughter and might have been maternal despair.

Frankie took a bite of lasagne to give herself time.

“Sometimes,” she said.

Mia nodded, unsurprised. “Makes sense.”

“Does it?”

“Yeah. People act weird when you tell them where you’re really from.”

Frankie looked at her for a moment. “That is an upsettingly accurate thing for a child to say.”

“I’m eleven,” Mia said. “Not a child.”

“Terrifying,” Lyn said.

Bec reached for her own plate. “You’re seeing the solicitor tomorrow?”

“At ten.”

“Good luck.”

“Comforting.”

“He’s not evil,” Bec said. “He just enjoys a folder.”

“Some people do.”

Bec drank from her glass, then said, “And after that?”

Frankie cut another piece of lasagne. “I sort the estate.”

Bec waited.

Frankie felt herself stiffen. “What?”

“You’re using your work voice.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

Lyn barked a laugh. “Sure.”

Frankie looked between them. “Has everyone in this town become unbearable while I was gone?”

“No,” Bec said. “You just forgot how visible you are in it.”

That sat there.

Frankie set the fork down. “I’ve been here twenty minutes.”

“Exactly.”

Mia broke the silence by saying, “Are you going to sell the pub?”

Bec shut her eyes. “Jesus.”

“What? Everyone’s asking.”

“That doesn’t mean you get to.”

Frankie looked at the child, then at Lyn, who had the decency not to look interested and the indecency to be listening with her whole body.

“I don’t know,” Frankie said.

This time the silence after it was different. Heavier. Real enough to feel it settle.

Mia took a bite of lasagne and nodded as if Frankie had done adequately in an oral exam. “Okay.”

Bec pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m going to apologise for her until one of us dies.”

“You’ll get tired,” Lyn said.

“Already there.”

They ate at the bar like people who had done it a hundred times. Because they had. The sky outside shifted from white to gold to the beginning of blue. Voices drifted in from the verandah. The kitchen clanged now and then with the bad-tempered sounds of closing down. A ute rolled past slowly enough to count as surveillance.

Frankie finished half the lasagne before realising she was starving.

Lyn noticed and took the plate off her the second she stopped pretending she was not.

“Upstairs bathroom still leaks if you sulk at it wrong,” Lyn said. “Don’t panic. Bucket’s under the sink.”

“That is not a sentence I wanted on my first night back.”

“No one gets everything.”

Bec checked the time on her phone and swore. “Right. Homework. Spelling. The slow collapse of civilisation.”

Mia slid off the stool. “I already did spelling.”

“That’ll be a nice story to tell yourself while you do it again.”

Bec kissed Lyn on the cheek, squeezed Frankie once on the shoulder as she passed and said, quieter, “Come by the school if you need a break from this place. Or don’t. Just don’t disappear without warning. I’m too old to re-process people.”

Frankie looked up at her. “Very reassuring. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Mia grabbed her bag and paused by the door. “Your real voice is better.”

Frankie blinked. “Excuse me?”

“The one you used before. With me. Less Brisbane.”

Before Frankie could answer, the screen door slammed and they were gone, taking noise and motion and school dust with them.

The pub seemed bigger after that.

Lyn wiped down the section of bar in front of Frankie with short, ruthless movements. “She liked you.”

“That was her liking me?”

“She’s honest.”

“An alarming trait in a child.”

“Mm.”

Frankie looked down at the key again. Room 4. The wood worn smooth from years of hands. She thought about the motel room out on the highway, waiting for a person she suddenly no longer believed existed. That version of herself had seemed very coherent at noon. At six-thirty in the front bar of the Royal, with June’s office behind her and the smell of old beer in the floorboards, she felt like a woman who had overestimated the value of neutral ground.

“I should go unpack,” she said.

Lyn nodded towards the back stairs. “Watch the third step. Still loose.”

Of course it was.

Frankie picked up her suitcase and the key.

At the foot of the stairs she stopped and looked back.

Lyn was already resetting the room for tomorrow. Chairs straightened. Till checked. Lights altered one by one. No sentimental pause. Just the work. The bar to clean. The accommodation upstairs to let. The glasses to get through before morning.

Frankie climbed.

The third step was loose. The sixth creaked. The upstairs hallway smelled of old linen, timber warmed through the day, and the faint medicinal sweetness of motel soap. The corridor was narrower than she remembered and longer. A row of doors on one side. Framed prints on the wall that June had probably bought in 1997 and never defended.

Room 4 opened with a stiff turn of the key.

The air-conditioner rattled to life the second she hit the switch, sounding personally insulted to be asked. The room was exactly as bad as memory and somehow softer for it. Narrow bed. Floral bedspread. Wardrobe with one warped door. Little sink in the corner. Lace curtain over the window. A water stain on the ceiling in the shape of Tasmania.

She set the suitcase on the bed.

On the bedside table sat a lamp, a Bible, and a glass ashtray from an era when everyone had apparently wanted to die indoors.

She crossed to the sink. The tap gave a rusty cough before the water came through. Beside the soap dish sat a puck of old pink soap fused to the porcelain like a fossil. A dead moth lay inside the light fitting above the mirror, one wing caught in the dust.

“There you are,” she muttered.

She went to the window and pulled the curtain aside.

Out the back she could see the delivery area, the bins, the strip of gravel where kegs got rolled in. Beyond that, darkening paddocks and the first hints of evening drawing themselves across town. Somewhere close by, somebody laughed. Somewhere further off, a dog started up and got told to shut up by a man with the full authority of long practice.

She stood there with one hand on the curtain.

This room had once been an engine. The place she had packed herself out of. The place she had sat on the end of the bed at seventeen, heart hammering, with her future laid out ahead of her like a dare. Get out. Get smart. Get difficult to pity. She had done all three, mostly.

Her phone buzzed again.

Elliot.

She answered this time. “Hi.”

“You there?” he said, voice smooth, familiar, tidy around concern. “You didn’t reply.”

“I’m here.”

A pause. “How is it?”

Frankie looked around the room. The stained ceiling. The floral bedspread. Her own reflection in the darkening window, all sharp edges and expensive blouse and June’s ring catching the weak yellow lamp light.

“It’s a pub,” she said.

He laughed softly, because he thought she was joking. “And you’re staying where?”

Frankie set the phone between shoulder and ear and went to the bed. With her free hand she found a loose thread in the bedspread and wound it once round her finger. “Upstairs.”

“At the Royal?”

“Apparently.”

Another pause, this one carrying opinion. “I thought you booked the motel.”

“I did.”

“And?”

Frankie crossed to the wardrobe, pulled one door open, and it swung back halfway on its own. “And then I got here.”

He let that sit. Elliot was good at letting things sit when he thought it made him sound thoughtful.

“How’s Lyn?” he asked.

Frankie braced one foot against the skirting board and tried to shove the warped drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe shut. It went in crooked, refused, and stayed half-open in a way that made her instantly hate it.

“Unchanged.”

“Terrifying.”

“Entirely.”

“And the funeral arrangements?”

“Done.”

“The estate?”

“Tomorrow.”

She let go of the drawer and looked at her hand. The ring caught the light. Without thinking, she slid it off, held it in her palm, then put it back on.

He hesitated. “Do you want me to come up for the weekend?”

There it was. Kind on paper. Sensible on paper. Entirely the sort of offer that had made sense between them for years. He would fly in. Hire a car. Stand in the pub looking clean and metropolitan and slightly inconvenienced by dust. He would say the right things to the solicitor. He would bring decent wine. He would, without meaning to, make the whole place feel like something to be managed rather than entered.

Frankie sat on the edge of the bed and pulled at the loose thread until it thinned and held. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have to do this alone.”

That sentence, from Elliot, came weighted with logistics. With weekend bags and return flights and manageable support. With a man who would help beautifully for forty-eight hours and still remain untouched by the middle of the thing.

“I know,” she said.

“Frankie.”

She got up again, crossed to the wardrobe, and shoved the drawer harder. This time it went in with a warped wooden thud. “I said I know.”

The silence on the line sharpened a fraction.

“All right,” he said. “Call me after the solicitor tomorrow?”

“I will.”

“You okay?”

No, she nearly said. There’s a child downstairs who thinks I have a fake voice and she may be right. There’s a room here with my old life still stuck to the walls. June left a pen in a drawer and it nearly undid me. The pub smells the same. I’m furious about all of it.

Instead she said, “I’m tired.”

“All right. Get some sleep.”

“Goodnight, Elliot.”

“Night.”

She ended the call and set the phone face down on the bedside table.

Downstairs, something heavy scraped over concrete in the back area. Lyn said something she couldn’t catch. A man answered, too low for the words and easy to place anyway.

Pat Mercer.

Of course.

Frankie stood with a blouse half out of the suitcase.

Below her, Lyn said, louder this time, “Leave the invoice on the counter.”

A short answer came back. Calm. Dry at the edges. Older, rougher now, but steady in the same way. Then another scrape over gravel. Work, not theatre. Something being shifted because it had to be.

The building seemed to know his voice before she did.

And because her timing was apparently awful, one exact memory turned up anyway. Seventeen. Back steps. Storm pushing in over the paddocks. Pat leaning on the rail with a bottle of warm Solo in his hand, saying, You’ll miss this place when you’re older, Campbell, and her saying, Absolutely not, and him laughing once and flicking the bottle cap at her forehead like he knew something she didn’t.

She shoved the blouse into the drawer.

Better.

Better that than the room and its ghosts having the whole field to themselves.

A dull bang came from below. Something set down hard. Then Lyn again. Then Pat answering, nearer now.

Frankie tightened her grip on the next shirt.

That, at least, was useful. A live irritation. A real person downstairs carrying something heavy and talking to Lyn about invoices. Not memory. Not grief trying on old clothes.

She jammed the shirt into the drawer too hard. The sleeve caught in the warped timber and stayed there, trapped and ridiculous.

Frankie looked at it.

From downstairs came the back door shutting, then his voice one more time, close enough now that the room seemed to hold it in the walls.

“Right,” she said to the shirt.

She yanked it free, flattened it with unnecessary force, and shoved it in properly.

She unpacked faster after that. Not neatly. Just efficiently enough to pass for control if anyone had been there to assess it. Black dress. Shirts. Laptop. Toiletries. A pair of sensible flats she should have put on hours ago. She lined them by the wardrobe, looked at them, then kicked off the current shoes with more force than needed.

At the bottom of the case lay the notebook she always travelled with. She took it out and put it on the bedside table.

No work tonight, she told herself.

She sat on the edge of the bed and picked it up anyway.

Blank page.

At the top, in neat block letters, she wrote:

Tomorrow
Solicitor – 10:00
Inventory office paperwork
Funeral follow-up
Review accommodation income
Check licences
Do not get—
She stopped.

Crossed it out.

Started again.

Finish what’s here.

That was worse, somehow, because it sounded sensible.

She shut the notebook and put it down.

The room hummed around her. Air-conditioner. Pipes. Distant voices from below. A car going past on the road. Somewhere nearby a door shut, followed by the heavy, familiar quiet of a building settling into night.

Frankie took off the ring, held it in her palm for a second, then slid it back on.

“Terrible system,” she said aloud to nobody.

After a while she lay back on the bed without changing. The mattress gave under her in the exact old way, a little too soft in the middle. Through the window came the last of the blue evening and the faint sounds of the Royal closing around her: a bar fridge humming, a back gate clanging, one final burst of laughter downstairs, then footsteps.

She had arrived intending to stay somewhere else.

Now she was upstairs in June’s pub with tomorrow already narrowing around her.

The town had seen her car. Lyn had handed her a key. Bec had looked straight through her. A child had told her she sounded fake. Pat Mercer was downstairs, close enough that his voice still moved through the floorboards when he spoke.

Frankie reached up and found the loose thread on the bedspread again. She worried it between finger and thumb until it stretched and stretched.

Down below, a man said something too low to catch.

She stayed awake for the next time he spoke.
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Frankie woke to somebody dragging something heavy across concrete and Lyn swearing downstairs with enough detail to suggest the morning had already offended her personally.

For one bright, stupid second she thought she was sixteen and late for school.

Then the room put itself back together around her. Floral bedspread. Crooked wardrobe. Ceiling stain shaped like Tasmania. June dead. The Royal. Gidgee.

“Good,” she said into the pillow. “Lovely.”

A truck changed gears out on the road. Somewhere below, glass clinked. The air-conditioner had given up in the night and now sat in the window like a failed argument.

She rolled over, reached for her phone, and checked the time.

Too early for the solicitor. Not early enough to get back to sleep.

One message from Elliot.

Good luck today. Call after.

Useful. Correct. Easy to leave unanswered.

No message from Callum.

That was less surprising.

Frankie lay there another moment, looking at the ceiling and deciding not to let the morning get the jump on her. Coffee. Walk. Solicitor. Back before the town got too inventive.

She got up.

The floorboards were cold in a way that felt deliberate. She dressed in linen trousers and a white shirt and the sensible flats she should have worn yesterday. She dragged a brush through her hair, pinned it back, washed her face in a sink the size of a cereal bowl, and checked herself in the mirror above it.

She looked competent. Tired, but expensive-tired. A woman moving through an inconvenience with a plan.

The ring on her right hand caught the light when she reached for her watch.

That complicated the effect.

Downstairs, the pub was half-awake. Front door open to the morning. Light already gathering force outside. Lyn behind the bar with a tea towel over one shoulder and a face suggesting the day had begun badly for several people who had probably earned it.

“There she is,” Lyn said. “City sleeping in.”

Frankie ignored the clock over the bar on principle. “That’s not sleeping in. That’s civilisation.”

“In this building it’s lunch.”

Lyn slid a mug across the bar. Coffee. Black. Frankie took it with the sort of gratitude that made her briefly understand religion.

“What was being dragged around at dawn?” she asked.

“Kegs.”

“By whom?”

Lyn looked at her over the tea towel. “You asking because you need operations detail or because you recognised the swearing?”

Frankie took a sip. “I’m asking because I enjoy starting the day with menace.”

“Good. Then you’ll fit right in.”

The front bar smelled different in the morning. Less beer. More old timber, damp from mopping, and the sharp clean sting of bleach from the bathrooms. Sun came in across the floorboards in long bands through the front windows, making every scratch and dent show itself. The place looked less forgiving by daylight. More honest.

Frankie drank half the coffee and set the mug down.

“I’m going for a walk,” she said.

Lyn nodded towards the door. “Take your sunglasses. Makes people think you’re less available.”

“Now that,” Frankie said, reaching for them, “is local wisdom.”

Lyn made a sound that might have been agreement.

Outside, the heat had not fully arrived yet, but the promise of it sat on everything. The sky was a hard clean blue. The main street looked overbright in that Australian way that made every building seem slightly more exposed than it really was. Shade already mattered.

Frankie put her sunglasses on and headed towards the servo.

A woman she vaguely remembered from netball age, though not by name, stepped out of the bakery with a paper bag and did a small double-take before pretending she had not. A council worker in an orange vest gave Frankie a nod with too much information in it. Fine. Let them all get it out of their system before ten.

By the time she reached the servo, Sheryl Baines was already waiting at the counter with the expression of a woman to whom fate had handed fresh material.

“Well,” Sheryl said, before Frankie had even reached the fridge. “Look what death dragged home.”

Frankie stopped. “Good morning to you too.”

Sheryl planted both elbows on the counter. “I saw the car yesterday.”

“I gathered.”

“You should’ve come in.”

“I made a strategic choice.”

“It was the wrong one.”

That, Frankie thought, was the thing about Sheryl. She never made you work hard to dislike her.

The servo was exactly the same. Fluorescent lights. Pie warmer. Rotating sunglasses display that had not improved in fourteen years. The sharp smell of petrol mixed with dust and the ghost of fried food. A rack of local papers stood by the door next to a sun-faded stand selling maps no one had needed in years. The handwritten NO EFTPOS UNDER $10 sign had been crossed out and replaced with MACHINE BROKEN DON’T ARGUE.

Frankie went to the fridge, took out a bottle of water and a tub of yoghurt she did not want, then set both on the counter.

Sheryl scanned them with ceremony.

“You staying at the pub?”

Frankie took out her card. “You move quickly.”

“I move accurately.”

Frankie tapped the card and reached for the water.

Sheryl put a hand on it.

“Don’t be rude,” she said. “I haven’t even started.”

Frankie looked at the hand, then at Sheryl. “This should be excellent.”

Sheryl removed her hand and leaned in. “How long are you here?”

“I don’t know yet.”

That shifted something. Not much. Just enough.

“Mm,” Sheryl said, filing it somewhere useful. “And how’s Brisbane?”

“Still standing.”

“Helpful.”

“It’s early.”

“It is.” Sheryl nodded once, almost approvingly. “How’d June leave things?”

Frankie unscrewed the water cap without drinking. “That’s between me and the solicitor.”

“Pity. I prefer a working draft.”

“I’m sure.”

Sheryl smiled. It transformed her from merely intrusive to actively dangerous. “People are worried.”

“About me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. About the pub.”

Frankie glanced towards the door, where a man in a dirty cap was pretending to look at ice creams and listening with his whole body.

“Of course they are,” she said.

Sheryl followed her line of sight. “They’re not wrong.”

“No one said they were.”

“Town needs that place.”

Frankie picked up the yoghurt and water. “The town is welcome to reflect that in practical ways.”

Sheryl gave a low laugh. “Oh, there she is.”

Frankie paused. “Who?”

“The real one.” Sheryl pointed at her with the barcode scanner. “Not the polite visitor version.”

Frankie was still deciding whether to be offended when the servo door banged open and Mia Carney walked in with a school bag and a ribbon half out of her hair, followed by Bec carrying an overfull canvas tote and two coffees.

Bec stopped dead.

“Well,” she said. “Jesus. We really are doing this in public.”

Mia looked from Frankie to Sheryl to the man at the ice creams with bright immediate interest. “Has anyone cried yet?”

“Not for lack of opportunity,” Frankie said.

Bec snorted. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

Mia came to stand beside her at the counter like they were co-defendants.

“You’ve got the fake voice on again,” she said.

Bec shut her eyes. “Darling.”

“What?” Mia looked up. “She does.”

Frankie took off her sunglasses. “I’m beginning to regret our acquaintance.”

Mia considered her face gravely. “Yeah. Better.”

Sheryl made a pleased humming noise, like a scientist watching her favourite mice perform.

Bec handed Mia one of the coffees, remembered too late that it was hers, took it back and passed over a juice instead. “Ignore everyone in this building,” she told Frankie. “Present company most of all.”

“That is impossible,” Sheryl said. “I’m central.”

“You’re a petrol station,” Bec said. “That’s not the same thing.”

“It is in this town.”

Frankie felt the corner of her mouth go before she could stop it.

Bec looked at her properly then, and some of the mischief went out of her face. “You all right?”

The question was quieter than last night. Less casual. Frankie heard the effort in it and peeled the water-bottle label back with her thumbnail until it started to lift.

“I’m functional,” she said.

Bec nodded as if she had expected no better. “That’ll do for now.”

Sheryl rang up Bec’s things with open disapproval. “You know, it would’ve been simpler if June had put her wishes in writing.”

Bec took her card out. “Sheryl, have you considered a hobby that doesn’t involve living inside other people’s unresolved grief?”

“Yes,” Sheryl said. “Didn’t take.”

Mia had opened the juice and was drinking it with one eyebrow raised at Frankie in a way that made her look unnervingly like a very small barrister.

“You’re going to the solicitor,” she said.

Frankie looked at her. “Am I?”

“Your shirt says yes.”

Bec made a sound into her coffee that might have been laughter.

Frankie looked down at the white linen. “My shirt says no such thing.”

“It says admin,” Mia said. “And bad news.”

“That’s more or less the same thing,” Sheryl observed.

Frankie looked at Bec. “Do you encourage this level of judgement?”

“I teach English,” Bec said. “It’s structural.”

The door opened again and two teenage boys came in, bringing with them sun and deodorant and the startled expression of people finding actual adults mid-conversation. One of them saw Frankie, recognised her from some inherited local story, and turned straight towards the drinks fridge with the clumsy focus of prey.

Frankie picked up her sunglasses, put them back on, and turned to Bec.

“You walking to school?” she asked.

Bec blinked once, then smiled. “I can be.”

“Good. I’m leaving before Sheryl starts drafting a report.”

“Too late,” Sheryl said. “I’m already on chapter three.”

Frankie picked up the water and yoghurt and headed for the door. Bec followed, still laughing. Mia trotted behind them with the juice.

Outside, the day had moved on while they were in fluorescent exile. More cars. More movement. School traffic beginning its daily slow collapse.

Bec fell into step beside her. Mia took the outside edge of the footpath, balancing along the curb with the confidence of the heavily insured.

“You really don’t know how long you’re staying?” Bec asked.

Frankie looked ahead. “No.”

Bec nodded once.

No interpretation offered. No false comfort.

Mia hopped off the curb to avoid a power pole, then back on again. “Mum says people here ask questions sideways.”

Bec sighed. “Why would I ever say anything in my own home.”

“It’s true,” Mia said.

Frankie looked at her. “That’s one way to put it.”

Mia looked up. “You mean nobody wants to seem rude.”

“I mean,” Frankie said, “people often prefer to discuss your life as if it’s weather.”

Bec pointed at her with the coffee cup. “That. Keep that.”

“On it,” Mia said, though she clearly was not.

The school came into view further up the road, low buildings already full of noise. Parents corralling children. Teachers pretending the day had not begun in a state of moral collapse. The familiar institutional smell of sunscreen, hot concrete and photocopier toner drifted on the air.

Bec slowed.

“Come in for a coffee after the solicitor,” she said. “If you need to stand in a room where nobody’s dead and nobody’s trying to inherit anything.”

“That’s a strong offer.”

“I know. Don’t waste it.”

Mia stopped balancing and looked straight at Frankie. “You don’t have to use the polite voice with us, you know.”

Frankie looked at her over the rim of her sunglasses. “What a gift.”

“I’m serious.”

“That is what worries me.”

Mia shrugged. “People can tell anyway.”

Bec groaned. “Please stop emotionally profiling grown women before school.”

“She started it,” Mia said, pointing at Frankie.

“I absolutely did not.”

Mia squinted at her. “You say absolutely when you’re annoyed.”

Bec covered her mouth with her hand.

Frankie folded her arms. “I’m fascinated by how much access children have to the world.”

“Adults say heaps when they think they’re not saying anything.”

For a second nobody spoke.

Then Bec bent down and kissed Mia’s head without warning. “You are exhausting,” she said softly.

“I know.”

There was such open satisfaction in it that Frankie laughed. Properly, before she could stop herself.

Bec straightened, smiled once, quick and real. “There you are.”

Frankie’s phone buzzed in her bag.

She pulled it out already knowing.

Callum.

For one stupid second she considered declining it. Then Bec saw enough on her face to stop mid-sip.

“I’m going in,” Bec said, all lightness gone. “Come by later if you need—”

She stopped there.

Frankie looked at her.

Bec just shook her head once instead. “Come by later.”

Mia gave Frankie a solemn nod, as if recognising the arrival of more serious weather. “Use your real voice.”

“I hate you,” Frankie said.

“No, you don’t.”

Bec laughed and steered her daughter through the school gate before the conversation could get any worse.

Frankie watched them go, then answered the call.

“Hi.”

Callum did not waste time on greeting. “You there?”

“Yes.”

A pause. She could picture him taking that in, not because he doubted the answer, but because everything between them had always sat slightly behind the words.

“How is it?” he asked.

Frankie started walking again, slower now. The sun was already in her face, bright and flat and impossible. She crossed towards the thin strip of shade outside the council office, and the jacaranda overhead dropped a dry purple flake onto her shoulder and left dust on the white linen.

“You mean grief or infrastructure?”

“I mean the pub.”

“Standing.”

“Lyn?”

“Also standing.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“No.”

The line filled briefly with background noise. A car door. Wind. Men’s voices somewhere near him. He was probably outside work. He always sounded as if he were calling from the edge of some practical demand.

“You staying there?” he asked.

Frankie stopped under the jacaranda and looked back towards the Royal. You could just see the top of it from here over the roofs. Sun on old paint. Verandah rail. Bakery traffic edging past. Somewhere behind her a magpie started up with a self-important burst that made concentration feel like labour.

“Yes.”

“At the pub.”

“Yes, Callum. We’ve established the radical premise.”

His exhale carried restraint and annoyance in equal measure. “You booked the motel.”

“I changed my mind.”

“That fast.”

“It’s not a criminal act.”

“No one said it was.”

There it was. The family talent. Entire emotional histories compressed into technically neutral sentences.

Frankie shifted the phone to the other ear. The sun still found her. She stepped another metre into deeper shade, closer to the council wall, and scraped at the jacaranda dust caught under her thumbnail.

“What did you want?” she asked.

Another pause. Longer this time.

“How are you?” he said.

Frankie looked at the purple dust on her shirtfront and rubbed at it with the heel of her hand, only making it worse.

“I’m fine.”

“Right.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means if you were fine you wouldn’t sound like you’re about to cross-examine a nun.”

She shut her eyes. A ute went past too fast for the street, music leaking tinny and hopeless from the open window. From the bakery came the clatter of trays and somebody laughing too loudly at nothing.

“Did you need something practical?” she asked.

He let that go, though not kindly. “Solicitor call you?”

“Yes.”

“You want me there?”

The offer caught her off guard.

She hated that.

“No,” she said quickly. “I can manage it.”

“I know you can manage it.”

“Then why ask?”

He gave a short, humourless laugh. “Because being able to do something and wanting to do it alone aren’t always the same thing.”

That was June’s kind of sentence. Which meant, somehow, it made her angrier.

“I’m not doing this with you first thing.”

“No one asked you to.”

“You’re implying things in a very irritating tone.”

“You’ve been back less than a day and you’re already talking like you’ve got a board meeting.”

Frankie looked down and found a strip of bark tucked under her nail properly now. She dug it out with her thumb, then brushed jacaranda dust off her shirt and only made the mark broader.

“I have to go,” she said.

“Frankie.”

“What.”

His voice changed. Just enough. The edge came off.

“Don’t let them push you into deciding fast.”

She went still against the council wall.

“Who’s they?”

He ignored that. “Just don’t.”

Frankie looked down the street towards the solicitor’s office, small and square and deeply confident in the value of paper. Traffic hissed past slowly. A bakery delivery van reversed somewhere behind her with an angry electronic beep.

“I won’t.”

“Call me after.”

“We’ll see.”

“Frankie.”

“What now?”

A beat. “I’m serious.”

The stupid part was that she knew he was.

“I heard you,” she said.

It was not warmth. It was not peace. It was, for them, close enough to truce to count.

“All right,” he said.

Neither of them ended the call.

Frankie leaned one shoulder against the jacaranda trunk. The bark left another dusty mark on her shirt. Somewhere, if one went far enough back in family history, there had to be people who spoke plainly and loved each other well. It was statistically unlikely that an entire bloodline had developed this level of indirectness from scratch.

“You could have come yesterday,” she said before she meant to.

Silence.

Then Callum said, “I know.”

That sat between them.

There was no point following it. The wound was older than timing. It had changed shape too many times to name cleanly now.

Frankie straightened. “I’ll call after.”

“Okay.”

She hung up before the goodbye could go wrong.

For a moment she stayed where she was, phone in hand, the town moving around her as if none of it had mattered. Then she slipped the phone back into her bag and looked at the purple smear on her shirt.

“Excellent,” she said.

She found a tissue in her bag, dampened one corner with water from the bottle, and rubbed at the jacaranda dust until it lightened from accusation to inconvenience.

Then she turned back towards the pub.

At the next corner she could have taken main street and gone in the front, but the thought of another five minutes of nods and bakery surveillance made her tired on sight. She cut down the side street instead, headed for the back lane.

The sound reached her first. Timber knocking against metal. The scrape of a trailer bed. A man’s voice saying, “No, leave it. You’ll wreck your back.”

She turned the corner.

Pat Mercer stood beside a flatbed trailer stacked with timber lengths, one boot braced on the lip, talking to a kid in a school-uniform shirt and unlaced boots who was clearly trying to prove he could carry something twice as heavy as wisdom allowed. Pat took the beam out of his hands without making a scene of it. Just reached, lifted, shifted. The timber
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