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      When I give out proof copies I’m grateful for reader feedback. Some responses are worth noting - here are the best responses for this book. I ask for them to use to help me detect the tone of responses, as media copy, or simply as a useful reminder to me of who this book about a special girl is for.

      

      FIVE-STAR READER RESPONSES

      Five voices, each different in age, reading context, and what they responded to. These are not blurbs — they are the kind of review a real reader writes at midnight when they’ve just finished something and need to tell someone.

      

      ★★★★★I read this in one sitting and then sat still afterwards

      ‘I picked this up because my daughter left it on the kitchen table and I thought I’d read the first chapter while the kettle boiled. That washours ago. There is something about the way Immie pays attention to things — the dead, the living, her difficult grandfather, the small man eating a sandwich on a fence post — that made me want to be a better person while I was reading it. The ending made me cry in a pleasant way. The leprechaun is magnificent. I have ordered a copy to give to my brother and his kids.’

      — Caroline M., retired teacher, 61

      ———

      ★★★★★Finally a book that gets Perth right

      ‘I’ve lived in Perth my whole life and I am so tired of Australian fiction that either ignores Western Australia entirely or treats it like a punchline. This book loves Perth. The light in it, the jasmine, the quality of a spring evening when the jacarandas are starting — it’s all exactly right. And the idea that an ancient European organisation would underestimate this city is one of the most satisfying things I’ve read in years. Immie is brilliant. Doran is a joy. My only complaint is that I’ve now read it and I still want more.’

      — Rhiannon T., Perth, 38

      ———

      ★★★★★The book I didn’t know I needed at fourteen and desperately needed at forty-two

      ‘I was going to give this to my niece and then I realised I promised I’d read it myself. What a joy. I read it first ‘to check it was suitable’ and now I need my own copy and also possibly a support group. Immie is the kind of protagonist who makes you want to be quieter and more observant and kinder to the difficult dead. The circle she builds — Priya, Monika, Doran, all of them — is the found family I didn’t know I wanted to read. The midnight kitchen scene between Immie and her mother is one of the most quietly devastating things in recent fiction and I will not be explaining why it hit that hard.’

      — James O., secondary school librarian, 42

      ———

      ★★★★★Doran deserves his own book but this one is also perfect

      ‘OK so I read a lot of fantasy and I am about leprechauns and this book gets it RIGHT. My ancestors are Irish and it matters to me. He is not cute. He is not lucky. He is ancient and tricky and terrifying to the right people and he eats cheese on a kitchen chair like he has earned it because he HAS earned it. Also the part on the Indian Pacific where he redirects the spy using a borrowed fragment of an old man’s presence is one of the coolest things I’ve encountered in any book this year. The whole novel is wonderful but Doran is the reason I am already looking for a sequel.’

      — Aisling F., fantasy reader, 19

      ———

      ★★★★★My grandfather died last year. This book helped.

      ‘I wanted to say something about this book. My grandfather died last year and we weren’t as close as I wish we’d been and I’ve been carrying that. The relationship between Immie and Archibald — the time they lose, the time they get, the things that get said in a hospital room at the end — is handled with such honesty and such care that I cried through most of the last three chapters. Not sad crying. The other kind. The kind where something you’ve been holding back loosens a little. This is a book about attention and love and what it means to be seen. I’m glad I read it.’

      — David K., 35
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      The trick with characters, Immie had learned, was not to stare.

      But when a short man sits on a fence post eating cheese sandwiches, well it gets your attention, especially when he is invisible to almost everyone else.

      ‘Someone’s sitting on the fence,’ said Priya.

      Immie looked up.
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      There was indeed someone sitting on the fence post outside the school gates — not the fence itself, which would have been odd enough, but balanced on top of the post, which was approximately four feet high and six inches across, with the ease of someone who sat on fence posts as a matter of routine. He was eating a cheese sandwich. He had a short gingery blonde beard and a heavy brown coat that was entirely wrong for the weather, and he was approximately three and a half feet tall.

      He was also looking directly at Immie.

      ‘Hello,’ said Immie.

      ‘Hello,’ said the small man, through a mouthful of what appeared to be cheese. ‘You can see me?’

      ‘Obviously.’

      He squinted at her with pale, ancient eyes — eyes that were, Immie noted, considerably older than the rest of him appeared to be. ‘Both of you?’

      ‘Yes,’ Priya said, with the precision of someone logging an observation. ‘Both of us.’

      Priya had, in the moment between seeing the man on the fence post and speaking, produced a small notebook from her bag and made a brief notation in it.

      She had been keeping notebooks since year six. She had seven of them at home in a specific order on a specific shelf, each one labelled and dated, covering everything from the orbital periods of the outer planets to the complete annotated results of the year-eight science fair including her own critique of the judging criteria. This was the eighth.

      The notation read: Man on fence post. Three feet six inches approx. Coat wrong for weather. Cheese. Ancient eyes. Can see us.

      She had underlined Ancient eyes.

      Immie looked at the notebook. ‘Do you always do that?’

      ‘When something seems worth noting,’ said Priya, ‘yes.’

      ‘He's right here.’

      ‘I know,’ said Priya. ‘He's the one I'm noting.’

      The small man weighed this. He finished his sandwich, folded the wrapper into a pocket of the impractical coat with the care of someone who had strong opinions about litter, and floated down from the fence post with the ease of long practice.

      ‘I have been looking for you,’ he said. Simply, the way you’d say I’ve been looking for the bus stop — a practical statement rather than a dramatic one.

      ‘How long?’ said Immie.

      ‘Three days.’ He looked at the school building with an expression of frank curiosity — the look of someone encountering a thing they have heard described many times and are now finally seeing for themselves. ‘Is this where you learn things?’

      ‘Book things and some life things,’ said Immie. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Doran,’ he said. ‘I know your grandfather. I have been watching your family for a long time.’ He said this without any suggestion that it was unusual information to deliver to a fifteen-year-old outside a school gate at eight-fifteen in the morning. ‘He said, when the time came, to find you. And to tell you. His time is thinning.

      The school bell rang.

      Priya looked at Immie. Immie looked at Doran.

      ‘You’d better come in,’ said Immie.

      ‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ said Doran, and fell into step beside her.

      The school processed Doran with the remarkable efficiency of an institution that had, over fourteen years, learned not to ask too many questions about things connected to Immie Whitfield. The office administrator, Mrs Papadopoulos, looked at Doran over her reading glasses for a long moment and then looked at Immie, who returned her gaze with the steady, cheerful calm that had seen her through more unusual situations than this.

      ‘Exchange student,’ said Immie.

      ‘From where?’ said Mrs Papadopoulos.

      ‘The mountains,’ said Doran helpfully.

      Mrs Papadopoulos appeared to accept this as a geographic region. She produced the relevant forms.

      The uniform was a problem only briefly — the drama department’s wardrobe seamstress had seen stranger things and sorted it in a single afternoon — and by ten o’clock Doran was sitting in year-ten history with the ferocious attention of someone who had been waiting for this experience for a long time. It appeared to Immie that the only people who could see Doran were the people he wanted to see him, when he wanted them to see him.

      Now, that is a skill I think might catch on, she thought.

      He was not, Immie noticed, drawing attention to himself in the ways she’d expected. He asked no strange questions. He took careful notes in handwriting that looked older than the exercise book it was written in. When Mr Obi asked the class what they knew about the settlement of Australia and got the usual assortment of half-remembered facts, Doran said nothing, though his expression suggested he had opinions that predated the curriculum by a considerable margin.

      At lunch, Immie found them a table at the quieter end of the dining hall, away from the main noise, and put her lunch down across from Doran.

      ‘My grandfather,’ she said. ‘Tell me what you know.’

      That caught Priya’s attention. She looked at Immie but decided not to say anything. Good friends don’t pry unless driven by a cosmic force they can’t control - then they call it ‘friendship’, not ‘sticky-beaking’.

      Doran was working through the school canteen’s offerings with the intensity of someone cataloguing new data. He ate a chip thoughtfully. ‘He is a great man,’ Doran said. ‘In my tradition, we have a word for what he is. Your language says magician and that is close enough.’

      ‘My mother’s word,’ said Immie carefully, ‘is complicated.’

      ‘That is also accurate,’ said Doran. ‘Great men and women are frequently complicated. It is one of the less convenient things about them.’ He ate another chip. ‘He kept you safe by staying away. He stayed away by being somewhere they didn’t think to look.’ He glanced at her. ‘They have started looking.’

      ‘Who has started looking?’

      ‘I’ll explain it tomorrow,’ said Doran as the lunch bell rang.
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      It had been a fascinating day and Immie wondered what tomorrow might bring. Who are the mysterious people who seemed to be threatening her grandfather?

      The fan on her bedroom desk turned slowly, stirring the warm air without doing much about it.

      Her red book was inviting speculation. Midnight was on its way. The aroma of jasmine drifting in from her open window made her feel sleepy. But her mind was not ready for sleep.

      Immie held her pencil over a partly drawn page - waiting. The woman on the page had not moved yet.

      Immie was examining the drawing item by item, as artists do. If you draw them carefully enough — if you get the eyes right, and the hands, and the particular way they hold themselves when they thought nobody was watching — they know. They always know. And staring made them self-conscious, which made them difficult, and a difficult character at eleven o’clock on a school night was the last thing anyone needed.

      Immie was lying on her side, the red notebook open on the pillow beside her, her bedside lamp throwing its small warm circle of light across the page. Through the open window came the dry smell of Perth in February: parched grass and hot bitumen mixing with the jasmine perfuming the air.

      The drawing was a detective — Miss Eudora Fitch, from the novel currently propped against Immie’s knee, a 1930s mystery set in Edinburgh that Immie had been working through for a week. She had drawn Miss Fitch three days ago: narrow shoulders, sharp eyes, a woman that meant business. In the novel, Miss Fitch solved crimes by asking questions that seemed beside the point until suddenly they weren’t. Immie respected that canny Scottish way of finding out stuff.

      She turned a page of her novel. Didn’t look at the notebook. That seemed to be the secret.

      Waiting.

      The small sound — a rustling, like paper settling — came at eleven seventeen.
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      ‘Where is my hat,’ said Miss Fitch.

      ‘You want me to add a hat?,’ said Immie. ‘I’ll do it tomorrow.’

      Miss Fitch made a sound that suggested this was not good enough but that she had larger concerns. She was sitting on the edge of Immie’s desk now, fully formed and slightly translucent — you could see the desk lamp through her left shoulder — adjusting the brim of her hat with an expression of dignified suffering.

      ‘There’s something in the garden,’ she said.

      Immie sat up. ‘What kind of something?’

      ‘The watching kind.’ Miss Fitch looked toward the window with the focus and attention she gave all clues. ‘It’s been there for twenty minutes. I noticed when I arrived.’

      Immie crossed to the window and looked out into the Perth night — the narrow back garden, the orange tree, the neighbour’s fence with its peeling white paint. Nothing moved. The scent of jasmine was stronger out here, almost syrupy.
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      Then she saw it: a small light, low to the ground near the orange tree. Not a torch. Something older than a torch, warm and slightly golden, there and then not there, like a thought you almost have before it slips.

      She had seen that light before. Not in her garden — but she had seen it.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said to Miss Fitch.

      ‘Don’t mention it.’ The detective straightened her hat.

      By the time Immie turned back, the drawing on the pillow was still again — just pencil lines on paper, Miss Fitch exactly as drawn, but needing a hat.

      She noted in the margin, in her careful small handwriting: EF. Visiting detective. Good instincts. Add hat.

      Then she closed the notebook, put it under her mattress where it lived, and went to the window again.

      The light was gone.

      But something had been there. She was certain of that. A possum finding its way with a tiny lantern? She almost smiled at the thought. Almost.
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            BANGLE TALK

          

        

      

    

    
      She told her father about it at breakfast.

      Robert Whitfield had the morning quality of someone who functioned best in the quiet — he moved through the kitchen at his own pace, made tea in the large brown pot, and read the paper in sections, folding each one precisely before moving to the next. He was an electrician who read history in his spare time, which Immie had always thought was not a coincidence: a man professionally interested in how things connected, how current moved, what happened when the circuit was complete and what happened when it wasn’t.
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      He listened to her account of the garden without interrupting, which was one thing she loved best about him.

      ‘What sort of light?’ he said, when she’d finished.

      ‘Warm. Low to the ground. Not electric.’

      He poured her tea, which meant he was thinking. He only poured other people’s tea when he was thinking. ‘And this was at eleven-seventeen.’

      ‘Miss Fitch noticed it first.’

      He nodded slowly, as though a character from a 1930s Edinburgh mystery noticing things in the garden was a perfectly ordinary piece of information. ‘Did it feel threatening?’

      Immie considered this properly, the way he’d taught her. Not was I frightened — fear was unreliable, it showed up when it wasn’t needed and vanished when it was. But did it feel threatening. Those were different questions.

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Curious, maybe. Like it was watching out for me.’

      Robert folded his newspaper. He looked at his tea for a moment with the expression Immie thought of as his circuit face — tracing something, following a line to see where it went.

      ‘Eat your toast,’ he said.

      ‘Dad.’

      ‘Eat your toast and I’ll tell you something.’

      She ate her toast. He looked at the table for another moment, and then he said: ‘Your grandmother called last night. After you’d gone to bed.’

      ‘Grandma Kathleen?’

      ‘She’s sending you something. A package. It should arrive by Friday.’ He picked up his tea. ‘She was particular that you should be the one to open it. Not your mother.’

      Immie thought about this. ‘Is she all right?’

      ‘She’s perfectly well. You know what she’s like when she’s been frightened and come out the other side.’

      Immie did know. Kathleen Whitfield in Bradford, fierce and crisp and direct, furious at anyone who had the nerve to make her afraid. ‘Did she say what’s in it?’

      ‘She said you’d know when you saw it.’ Robert stood and picked up his plate. ‘And she said—‘ he paused, his back to her, rinsing the plate at the sink. ‘She said you should trust the small lights. Not all of them. But this one.’

      He turned off the tap.

      ‘Right,’ said Immie.

      ‘More tea?’

      ‘Yes please,’ said Immie, and decided not to mention that her hands had become, for just a moment, entirely still.

      

      They heard Amelia before they saw her — the sound of someone navigating the hallway in a way that meant they had been up since six and had already achieved several things and found the world somewhat lacking by comparison. Amelia Worthington-Whitfield moved through mornings with the brisk, capable energy of a woman who had decided, some years ago, that if things were going to be done properly they were probably going to be done by her.

      She appeared in the kitchen doorway with her work bag over one shoulder and the expression she reserved for mornings when something had already not gone according to plan.

      ‘The iron,’ she said to Robert.

      ‘Second shelf of the linen cupboard,’ he said. ‘Behind the pillowcases.’

      She looked at him. He looked at his newspaper. This exchange, Immie had observed, contained an entire conversation that neither of them needed to say out loud.

      ‘I have a parent meeting at four,’ Amelia said. She worked at the primary school three streets over — deputy principal, which meant she was responsible for everyone else’s problems as well as her own. ‘So I won’t be back until six at the earliest. There’s leftover pasta in the fridge.’

      ‘Kathleen called,’ said Robert, without looking up.

      The quality of the kitchen changed, slightly. Just slightly.

      ‘I know,’ said Amelia. ‘I saw the missed call.’ She picked up her keys from the hook. ‘What did she want?’

      ‘She’s sending Immie a package.’

      A pause. Not long — Amelia’s pauses were always precise, measured out in exactly the amount of silence the situation required and not one moment more. ‘What sort of package?’

      ‘She didn’t say.’

      Another pause. Amelia looked at Immie with the particular expression that meant she was deciding how much to say in front of her, and then apparently deciding that Immie was fifteen and not six and the ship had rather sailed on that approach.

      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Let me know when it arrives.’

      She kissed the top of Immie’s head, squeezed Robert’s shoulder once as she passed — a gesture so habitual and yet so genuinely warm that Immie never quite got used to it. Not a hug, not a kiss. What was her mother holding back?

      The front door closed.

      Robert turned a page of his newspaper.

      ‘She knows about the bangle,’ Immie said. It wasn’t a question.

      ‘She knows there’s a bangle,’ Robert said carefully. ‘That’s not quite the same thing.’

      Immie looked at her father’s profile — the same narrow face she saw in the photographs in the bottom drawer, in the mirror, in the faint memory she carried of a man she had never met but should have. She thought about small lights in gardens and packages from Bradford and the careful way her father chose his words when he was thinking of his own father.

      ‘Dad,’ she said. ‘How much aren’t you telling me?’

      Robert Whitfield lowered his newspaper. He looked at his daughter — really looked at her, in the way that meant he was done measuring.

      She had a name for the look he had before that one. She had developed it around age nine and had never told him, because it would have required explanation and the explanation would have been: Dad, you sometimes go entirely expressionless and it looks like you are running a calculation and I find it reassuring, not alarming, because it means you are taking something seriously. Which was true but not the kind of thing you said to a parent without making them self-conscious.

      She called it the robot face, privately and affectionately. It meant: Robert the Electrician is working out the circuit.

      The robot face was gone now. This was something else — her father, unmanaged, at the edge of what he was going to tell her.

      She waited.

      ‘Quite a lot,’ he said. ‘But not for much longer. Don’t be afraid of the light. I think grandad may have sent someone to watch over you.’
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      The package from Bradford arrived on Thursday, not Friday, which was either Kathleen being efficient or the postal service having an unexpectedly good week. It sat on the kitchen bench when Immie got home from school — brown paper, string, her name in Kathleen’s handwriting, which was small and upright and looked as though it had opinions.

      Amelia was already home, sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and some year-five reading assessments, and she looked at the package and then at Immie with an expression that was carefully, precisely neutral.

      ‘It came this morning,’ she said.

      ‘Right,’ said Immie.

      ‘I didn’t open it.’

      ‘I know you didn’t.’

      A slight pause.

      ‘Your father said Kathleen sounded well.’

      ‘He said she sounded furious,’ Immie said. ‘Which he says is the same thing.’

      Something crossed Amelia’s face — not quite a smile, not quite its opposite. She looked back at her reading assessments. ‘Go on then,’ she said.

      Immie took the package to her room.

      Inside the brown paper was a small box, and inside the box, nested in a fold of old cloth, was a bangle. Plain gold — or it looked plain, which Immie was already understanding was not the same thing. Unpolished, slightly too large for her wrist, the kind of thing you’d walk past in a shop without a second glance. There was a note in the box, in Kathleen’s upright handwriting:

      
        
        It looks plain because that’s the point. Things that look plain get overlooked.

        Wear it for now. You’ll understand why.

        Don’t let your mother fuss. She fusses because she loves you, which is admirable, but this is not the moment.

        Your grandfather sends his love. He always does, even when he can’t say so himself.

        K.

      

      

      Immie read this twice. Then she put the bangle on her wrist, where it sat slightly loose and entirely unremarkable.
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      For approximately four seconds, nothing happened.

      Then the world sharpened.

      Not dramatically — not like switching on a light in a dark room. More like adjusting the focus on a camera she hadn’t known was slightly blurred. The sounds of the house became more distinct: her mother turning a page three rooms away, the creak of the second stair that meant the house was settling in the afternoon heat, a bird outside her window that she could now somehow identify as anxious rather than simply loud.

      She sat on the edge of her bed and breathed.

      You’ll understand why, Kathleen had written.

      She wore it to school the next morning tucked under her sleeve, which in February in Perth required commitment. Priya noticed immediately.

      ‘You’re wearing long sleeves,’ said Priya. ‘It’s thirty-three degrees.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Is there a reason?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Priya accepted this with the equanimity she brought to most of Immie’s decisions.

      Doran went on ahead in case they were at the school gate.

      ‘Who’s they?’

      ‘People who collect things that don’t belong to them.’ He said it with the flat, certain disgust of someone who had encountered this type across several centuries and found them consistently disappointing. ‘They have wanted what your grandfather carries for a long time. They will want what you carry, when you carry it.’

      ‘When?’ asked Immie. Not if.

      ‘Then,’ Doran confirmed, without apology.

      He waited for Immie and Priya inside the school gate.

      The morning went well enough. Doran was intrigued that so many children had books.

      The dining hall moved around them — the ordinary noise of several hundred students navigating Friday lunch — and Immie looked at this small, ancient, entirely unusual person sitting across from her eating chips in a school uniform that didn’t quite fit, and thought about her father’s Robot face at the breakfast table, and the package from Bradford, and the warm light near the orange tree.

      She realised she had made the connection between her father, Robert and a Robot, because her father could wear an expressionless face. But his emotions ran deep. Emotions far beyond the reach of any robot, not matter how polished ands well oiled its inner cogs are.

      ‘You were in the garden,’ she said. ‘Wednesday night.’

      ‘I was checking the perimeter.’

      ‘And?’

      He looked at her with those old, pale eyes. ‘And you noticed,’ he said, with what appeared to be quiet satisfaction. ‘Which is exactly what your grandfather said you would do.’ He picked up his last chip, regarded it briefly, and ate it. ‘I think we are going to get along well.’

      Priya, who had been listening to all of this with the mindful attention she gave to everything important, reached over and stole one of Immie’s crisps. ‘So,’ she said pleasantly, ‘are you a person, or something older than a person, or something that has decided to simply present as a person for practical reasons?’

      Doran looked at her with what might have been respect. ‘The third one,’ he said.

      ‘Right,’ said Priya, and made a small, precise note in the margin of her history folder.

      

      That evening, Immie sat on the end of her bed with the red notebook open on her knee and drew Doran from memory: the beard, the coat, the ancient eyes in the young-seeming face, the particular stillness of someone who was aware of everything happening in a considerable radius without appearing to look at any of it.

      She drew him carefully, the way she drew everything important.
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      When she’d finished, she looked at the drawing for a long moment. Then she wrote underneath in her small, precise hand:

      D. From the mountains. Knows Grandad. Here to help — I think. Ancient. Eats chips and cheese. Opinions about litter.

      She closed the notebook, tucked it under the mattress, and sat for a moment in the warm Perth evening with the bangle loose on her wrist and the fan turning slowly on her desk and the jasmine coming through the window.

      Her grandfather sent his love, Kathleen had written. He always does, even when he can’t say so himself.

      Immie looked at the bottom drawer of her desk — the one with the photographs in it, the narrow face and pale eyes that were also her face, also her eyes, belonging to a man she had never met but was beginning, slowly, to understand.

      She left the drawer closed.

      For now, there was quite enough to be getting on with.
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