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‘Matilda, that’s enough.’ Gran frowned at me.

I rolled my eyes, and she nodded at the dishes draining on the sideboard. Her favourite line if I complained of being bored was, ‘If you can’t think of anything to do, I’ll find something for you.’ 

She washed another dish. ‘And there’s no need to roll your eyes.’

I snorted. Yeah, Gran had eyes in the back of her head. I grabbed the tea towel and wondered why they didn’t have a dishwasher.

‘And don’t tell me I need a dishwasher. I’ve been doing the dishes for nearly seventy years. I’ve mastered it. I might forget how to if I had a machine doing it for me.’

She giggled, poked me with a wet finger and went back to washing dishes.

I grunted and wiped another plate.

‘Now, that wasn’t too bad, was it?’ said Gran as she took the tea towel from me and hung it across the oven handle.

‘I guess not.’ I picked at a broken fingernail. I couldn’t think what to say. I didn’t want to sound rude, but I was bored. Not so bored, I wanted to help with jobs Gran thought needed doing.

I glanced around the kitchen and wondered what it had looked like when she came as a new bride.

Gran pulled me into a big hug. ‘Tilly, why the long face?’

I melted into her soft chest and took a deep breath of lavender. She’d used the same powder and perfume, like forever, I mean, all of my life. I hugged back.

Staying with my grandparents for the holidays had sounded like fun when Mum suggested it, but it wasn’t. No one to play with, no swimming pool, boring TV, and snail-slow internet. The only good thing was the blue heeler, Ace. Twelve years old and happy to be patted and scratched behind his ears.

‘Sit down. I’ll make us both a hot chocolate,’ said Gran, a frown flashed across her face briefly. 

I wondered what that was about while I watched her fill the cups with milk and put them in the microwave. I smiled to myself. At least they had one of those. 

‘Want to help me clean the cupboard doors? I can’t reach the top half to clean them properly, and it never gets onto Grandpa’s to-do list,’ said Gran, taking a sip of her drink.

I gulped a mouthful of hot chocolate. Sure, I was a head and shoulders taller than Gran, with the same straight brown hair and dark eyes, but clean cupboards. I don’t think so.

‘Only joking.’ A smile lit up her whole face. ‘Let’s get out of here before there’s more dishes.’ Gran led the way down the hallway.

ooo

I loved the look of my grandparents’ house. My great-grandfather built it way back, and Grandpa had lived here all his life. Mum and her brother grew up here too. 

I sleep in Mum’s old room on her old bed and with the same sheets she used, white, thick and heavy, flat, not fitted. The knob on the bedroom door wobbles. Gran says it’s from all the door slamming Mum used to do. That made me laugh. Mum still slams doors when she cross.

The coolest place in the house in summer was the hallway. Dark for most of the day except for mornings when the sun shines through the coloured glass in the front door. Today the floor was a kaleidoscope of colours – blue, green and red patches stretched by the sun. A dark blue bottle on the hall stand sparkled in the light.

I ran my hand down the side of the smooth glass. ‘Where did you get this bottle Gran?’ 

She took it from me and smiled. ‘I found it in the bottle collection outside when I first came to Alice Downs. I was a nineteen-year-old bride. I’d never lived on a sheep station. Or this far out of town. I met your grandfather at a dance. He was the handsomest man there.’

‘That’s nice.’ I cut Gran off. If she got started about the olden days, I’d never get to do anything interesting.

She raised an eyebrow at me.

‘Sorry.’ I felt my neck get hot and my cheeks go red.

‘That’s okay darling.’ She lifted my face and looked deep into my eyes.

I couldn’t stop my lips quivering.

She pulled me into another hug, and I swallowed tears.

‘Matilda dear, I know it can be a bit quiet here. Why don’t you go out into the yard? Find a pretty bottle for yourself. They’re stacked against the house yard fence. The oldest bottles are near the green shed.’ 

ooo

The fence went all the way around the house. Great-grandfather built it way back in the 1880s, when he cleared the land for grazing sheep. 

The sun warmed my back as I plodded beside the collection. 

I sighed. A wall of bottles. Dirty old bottles. Boring bottles. I had no idea why Gran thought I might find an interesting bottle. I got to the end and realised I’d been walking away from the oldest bottles. I turned and strolled back. 

There were hundreds of bottles. A lifetime of stacking them, there was no rubbish collection this far out of town. I picked up a long brown bottle, a thin clear one, and another with red writing. Tarax. I wonder what that was. I rubbed dirt off to see if there was any more writing, but suddenly, a whooshing sound roared.

The ground trembled. Flying dirt swirled up like a mini tornado, stinging my eyes. I blinked, but everything was a blur. My hands shot out, grabbing at the air—searching for something to hold onto. My heart pounded like thunder trapped in my chest. If I didn’t catch on to something now, I’d be swept away.

Oh no—too late!
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The rushing wind stopped as suddenly as it had started. Quiet filled the air, and I fell faster and faster. My heart raced, and I put my hands out to break my fall and dropped the bottle. I crashed onto hard ground.

‘Arh.’ My knees were killing me. I glanced around, glass everywhere. Just my luck, the one bottle I liked smashed. 

A door swung open, and I squinted as I looked up.

‘Are you right, girlie? Did you hurt yourself?’ A woman in a yellow cardigan reached out to help me up. 

I shook my head, trying to work out what was going on.

‘I’m Miss Martin, that’s my shop.’ She pointed over her shoulder.

My head spun, and my knees hurt. I brushed dirt off, and blood oozed. My denim shorts were gone. I was dressed in a skirt. Yuk! I never wear skirts.

‘Careful now. Looks like you’ve had a fall. Look at your poor knee. Come inside the shop and I’ll get you fixed up.’ 

I stared at the hand in front of my face, still a bit confused. The smell of perfume filled my head as the woman leaned closer—brown eyes, with bright blue eyeshadow stared down at me from under the biggest mountain of puffed-up yellow-blonde hair I’d ever seen.

Hairspray, the same as Gran used, that’s what the smell was.

I scrambled back. ‘I’m okay. My knee doesn’t hurt.’ I steadied myself against the
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