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			‘All paradises, all utopias are defined by who is not there, by the people who are not allowed in.’

			Toni Morrison

			‘The fact is we cannot make the world a better place. It’s too big a task. We need to start smaller. Better people, better communities, better towns. Noah couldn’t stop the flood. But he could build an ark.’

			Harold Winsom – founder of Serenity Falls

			‘What if the world is already ending? We’re just too busy staring at our phones to notice.’

			Anon

			

		
	
		
			Serena

			I arrived in Serenity Falls butt first and screaming.

			That’s what my mom always tells people.

			I was the first baby to be born here. Fifty years ago, only a week after the town was founded. You’ve probably seen me on posters and TV and in just about every fucking article about Serenity Falls.

			New beginnings, the birth of a new community. All that bullshit.

			And you’ve probably heard about Serenity Falls too.

			The perfect American town, built by the Winsom Corporation. A place to grow up, grow your family and grow old together. Every house is whitewashed, gabled and pristine. There’s a bustling downtown, quaint square, beautiful lake (although not for swimming. Not if you want to keep all your limbs – the gators around here are pretty big). Oh, and did I mention the fairground? Big Wheel, Hook a Duck, Carousel with those freaky-looking horses. All you need is a magical nanny floating down on her umbrella. Practically perfect in every way.

			Even the people are perfect. I mean, they must be. Because there has never been a murder in Serenity Falls. Never. Not in half a century.

			At least, that’s what everyone believes.

			But it’s not true.

			Otherwise, I wouldn’t be dead.

		
	
		
			1

			‘I hate you!’

			The bedroom door slams. Hard enough to make me fear for the doorframe, the roof tiles and the San Andreas fault.

			‘Sadie. Open the door.’

			‘No.’

			‘You’re being unreasonable.’

			‘Yeah, well, you’re being a total arsehole.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘I just want to take Zelda.’

			‘We’ve been through this. It’s not practical or appropriate.’

			‘She’s my cat. I can’t just leave her here in Manchester while we go to fucking Florida.’

			‘It’s not fucking Florida.’ I pause. ‘The “fucking” is silent. Look—’ I lean against the door and speak through the wood. ‘She’ll be fine, Sadie. This is her home.’

			‘Yeah, but it’s not ours. Not any more. New people will move in, and they won’t look after her like I do. They might have a dog. A great big, hairy dog that digs.’

			I rest my head against the door and butt it gently. ‘For fuck’s sake.’

			‘The “fuck” is silent, Dad.’

			I smile despite myself. Then I hear her move behind the door.

			‘Dad. Please.’

			I’m a soft touch about a lot of things: bedtimes, homework, clothes, septum piercings – but this … it’s nuts. Insane. I sigh. ‘You can explain it to airport security.’

			‘Is that a yes?’

			‘Against my better judgement.’

			‘You’re the best.’

			‘No argument there.’

			Her bedroom door bursts open. I’m enveloped in a tangle of bony teenage limbs and nut-brown hair that smells of coconut, like her mum’s used to.

			I reach to the side and grab the shovel I brought upstairs with me.

			Yep, soft touch.

			‘Go dig up your dead cat.’

			Airport Security are remarkably sanguine about Zelda, all things considered.

			‘It’s normally ashes,’ says the heavy-set black guy with a bald head and a tattoo poking out of his shirt that reads ‘Britney’ (singer, girlfriend or kid – who knows?). ‘But we’ve had human bones before. A skull once.’

			‘Whoah.’

			He lifts out Zelda’s small white feline skull and examines it with minimal interest. ‘Yeah. And that wasn’t even the weird thing.’ He places the skull back in the box, cursorily pokes among the other small bones and then closes the lid.

			I know I shouldn’t, but I find myself asking. ‘What was the weird thing?’

			‘It had teeth like a vampire.’

			‘A vampire?’

			‘For real.’

			I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Rule one in life – even before the stuff about being kind – don’t piss off Airport Security.

			‘Wow,’ I say.

			‘Yeah.’ Britney guard nods. ‘Working here, it’s like the end of days. We see it all, man.’

			I smile again, and five minutes later prove his point as I stand in the X-ray scanner holding up my arms while he yawns and stares inside my body.

			It’s not until we’re settled on the plane, Zelda ensconced in the locker above us, that I finally relax and let out a long sigh.

			‘What is it?’ Sadie asks.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘No, really. What are you thinking?’

			I turn my head towards her. ‘I’m thinking that I’m glad we had Grandma cremated.’

			She pulls a face. ‘Not funny.’

			But humour is how we deal sometimes. Or how I deal. Mum’s death is still raw, but humour rubs the edges off the grief. Mitigation. I’m good at that. And grief is a complicated beast. A chimera, composed of many things: loss, guilt, resentment, relief. It bites often and hard. We give the deceased a halo they didn’t deserve in life while we beat ourselves up over every petty argument and harsh word. You learn to live with grief, but it’s a bitter bedfellow.

			‘I miss her,’ Sadie says, a small catch in her voice.

			‘Me too.’

			And even that isn’t the whole truth. I miss Mum, but I won’t miss the daily phone calls that usually ended in curt goodbyes because Mum was lonely, and I was busy. I won’t miss the 3 a.m. dashes to hospital and ten-hour waits in A&E. I won’t miss the helplessness and frustration as Mum’s health deteriorated. I won’t miss feeling like a failure as a son and a father, torn between the demands of an ailing parent and a truculent teenager.

			When Mum finally agreed to move into Cedars Wood Care Home after her second heart attack, I’d hoped things might improve. She’d complained, of course – about the food, the staff, her room, the other residents. But Mum was never happy unless she had something to complain about. And she was resilient. She might have looked frail; a wisp of a woman with cotton-candy hair in floral blouses and tan slacks shuffling around with her walker, but that woman was not going to let the small matter of a failing heart beat her.

			And then she got an infection. A UTI. God knows how or where from. She’d never had a UTI in her life, as far as I was aware, but a mere eight weeks into her stay at Cedars Wood I was woken at 5 a.m. to be told that ‘Doreen Barker’ had passed away in her sleep.

			The staff expressed condolences, told me it was peaceful, her heart simply couldn’t fight any more. They lit a candle for her in the communal lounge and put up a card: ‘In Loving Memory of Doreen Barker’. Then they gave me her clothes and personal belongings back in two large refuse sacks and billed us till the end of the month.

			However, with Mum’s death, in a way, came release. We had already sold her bungalow to cover the care-home costs. But I worried constantly that the money would run out, and I certainly couldn’t find £1,500 a week in fees. Now, we had one less financial burden. Mum had left us that.

			But she also left us something else …

			‘Another house?’ I had stared at the solicitor in disbelief.

			‘Yes, a property in Serenity Falls.’

			Serenity Falls. The name rang a distant bell.

			‘It’s in Florida – one of the exclusive gated communities built in the seventies and eighties by Harold Winsom.’

			Winsom. Of course. The world-famous entrepreneur and philanthropist. The man behind hundreds of beloved children’s films and the largest ‘most magical’ theme park in the world: Winsom Wonderland.

			In the 1970s he began a new project. To build perfect American towns. Advanced Residential Communities. An idealized version of the US that owed a lot to the fifties (and rose-tinted glasses). What was the tagline? ‘A place to grow up, grow your family and grow old together.’

			Fairy-tale stuff, although, from memory, the towns had had mixed fortunes over the years. But Serenity Falls, the flagship, was still regularly voted one of the best places to live in America. Houses there cost a fortune, and I’d read that you needed to be approved by the Winsom Corporation to buy one. And Mum, my eighty-three-year-old, white-haired mum, who, as far as I knew, had never ventured further than the Isle of Wight, owned a property there.

			‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘There hasn’t been some mistake?’

			‘No. It’s a prestigious property on a sizeable plot,’ the solicitor continued. ‘Six bedrooms, a large yard with a pool.’

			‘A pool?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And this is for real?’

			The solicitor regarded me patiently. ‘It is.’

			‘Can I look? Do you have pictures?’

			‘Indeed.’

			He slid a glossy property portfolio across the table. The picture on the front featured a smiling all-American family: perfect dentistry, blond hair, blue eyes. Serenity Falls Welcomes You. I opened it. Inside, the photos showed a whitewashed colonial-style mansion. Pillars either side of the double front door, a massive wrap-around porch. A small green lawn leading down to – dear God – a white picket fence. I flipped the page. Inside, it was all cool marble and stylish appliances. An open-plan kitchen diner, a lounge probably big enough to swallow an entire floor of our current home, a sweeping staircase and, of course, the pièce de résistance – in the (modestly named) yard, a sparkling blue swimming pool.

			I stared at it.

			‘Are you all right, Mr Barker?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Do you have any questions?’

			Plenty, I thought. How could you afford to buy this, Mum? Was it an investment? A holiday home? But then, why did you never use it or visit it? And why did you never tell me about it?

			Right now, I concentrated on the important one. Beautiful as the house was, exclusive as the neighbourhood might be, the fact remained that I was not uprooting Sadie to move to fucking Florida.

			‘How much?’ I croaked.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘How much is it worth? I want to put it on the market as soon as possible.’

			The solicitor (Jason or Jacob?) cleared his throat. His Adam’s apple wobbled. I had a feeling. Not a good one.

			‘Well, the property is estimated to be worth around three million dollars.’

			‘Three million?’

			Stars danced in front of my eyes. I felt a little dizzy. This could … this could change everything for me and Sadie. I thought about our tired old terraced house. My beaten-up VW. My current problems with my employment. This could …

			‘Mr Barker, there is one condition.’

			I stared at him and felt my dreams deflate like a punctured balloon.

			‘You mean a catch?’

			‘If you want to call it that. The property cannot be sold.’

			‘What? Why?’

			‘Well, it’s part of the contract with Serenity Falls. Houses bequeathed to people outside of Serenity Falls cannot be sold or let by the recipients for a minimum of five years. Even then, you must get approval from the Winsom Corporation.’

			‘How is that legal?’

			‘It’s all in the small print. Theoretically the house is yours, but there are terms and covenants – and this is one.’

			‘Well, what if we just don’t live in it?’

			‘Well, that is an option, but then you would be subject to maintenance charges.’

			‘Which are?’

			‘Fifty thousand dollars a year.’

			I feel my jaw slump open. ‘How the hell did Mum afford that?’

			‘Your mother was smart enough to take out an insurance policy when she bought the house. The property was also rented for several years.’

			‘When did Mum buy the property?’ I ask curiously.

			‘Nineteen seventy-nine.’

			Nineteen seventy-nine. The year I was born. That meant Mum had kept this secret for forty-six years. My entire life.

			I took a breath. ‘Well, what can we do? I mean, we can’t move to Florida. No way would I get a green card.’

			‘Well, that’s the other thing, Mr Barker. The residence comes with a rather unique and privileged extra – instant approval for a visa.’

			‘It what now?’

			I stared at the picture of the house again. The clear blue skies, the pool. It was ludicrous. Crazy. We couldn’t just up sticks and move from Manchester. Rainy, grey Manchester. No pool, but a decent-sized garden. And by decent, I meant enough room to swing a cat in. A dead cat.

			The solicitor smiled thinly and slid a card across the table. I picked it up: Lansdowne and Mercer Estate Agents. 

			‘Let them know when you want to put your house on the market.’

		
	
		
			Cash

			I always wanted to be a mailman.

			I know some folks might think that’s odd, or dull or just not ambitious enough. My dad, he would say, ‘Shut the fuck up, Cash, and get me another beer, you dumb fat shit.’

			That’s a joke, by the way. To let you know my dad didn’t care too much about what I did. Didn’t care too much about anything except beer and poker. He was a mean son of a bitch. Yeah, I can admit that now. Never worked at a job for longer than a few months (unless you counted dealing weed and gambling). A walking, cursing, hunting, redneck cliché. But I guess he was still one up on Mom because he stuck around.

			His cronies, who he’d have round for card games – which often ended up in a fight and, once, a knife being drawn – were carbon copies of Dad. Sad, angry, bitter men who felt they’d been dealt a crap hand by the world, or by the shit whores they’d married, or their wastrel kids who ‘sucked ’em dry’ or the ‘spics’ or the ‘blacks’ or the ‘damn faggots’. Never their own sad, lazy asses.

			I’d sit on the stairs and hear them talk, the air thick with cigarette smoke and cussing, and I’d swear that I wouldn’t end up like those men. Eaten up inside with hate.

			Nope. I was going to be like Duffy.

			Duffy was our mailman, and he was just the nicest damn guy I’d ever met in my life. Short and slight, almost childlike (although he must have been in his mid-forties), he had a close crew cut of fine, sandy hair, a freckled face and the widest smile you could imagine.

			‘Hey, Cash,’ he would call out if I was on the porch. ‘Got a stack for you today,’ or ‘Nothing for your dad today, dude.’ And then, with a flourish, he would draw some candy out of his satchel. Always with that same big, wide grin. It seemed to me that Duffy had a lot to grin about. Duffy was a happy man, a content man, and I wanted to be that happy and content when I grew up. Not like my dad. That was my first real ambition in life. To not be my dad.

			I guess I succeeded. I’ve been a mailman in Serenity Falls for almost twenty years, and I count myself a lucky guy. It’s darn hard to get a gig in Serenity Falls, but this just kind of fell into my lap. Sometimes, the big guy decides to cut you a break. Of course, I’ve learnt since that the big guy doesn’t do favours for free.

			If Duffy was the kind of man I wanted to be, Serenity Falls was the kind of town I always dreamt of living in. I guess it’s the kind of town everyone dreams of living in. It’s the town you see in all those wholesome Winsom movies. Like the one with the dog that talks, or the kid who travels in time, or the Halloween one with the not so evil witches or, my favourite, the one about the group of kids who meet an alien. It’s the kind of town people say doesn’t exist any more. But it does. Because Mr Winsom built it.

			Of course, I don’t own a house here. No, sir. A postman’s salary doesn’t get you a lot in Serenity. I rented a room from a nice lady call Mrs Grayson. And that worked. Mrs Grayson was elderly, and she needed a little help around the place. I was happy to do that for her, and I suppose we both enjoyed the companionship.

			I don’t have a wife, or kids. Truth be told I’ve never been too bothered with that side of things. Not that I’m gay. Nothing wrong with it, but my cookie doesn’t crumble that way. You probably don’t need to hear about the particulars. The fact is I achieved my dream. I got to be Duffy. In more ways than one.

			A few months after I turned sixteen, so this would have been the fall before I left home, Duffy stopped delivering our mail. I was sat on the porch, smoking a cigarette (I’d grown out of candy by then), when a new guy turned up. Short, beefy, face drawn into a permanent scowl.

			‘Where’s Duffy?’ I asked.

			‘Who?’

			‘Our mailman.’

			He looked at me, and then I saw it spark. ‘Oh, that guy. He won’t be coming back.’

			‘Why?’

			‘He’s dead.’

			I just stared at him. ‘How? Was it an accident?’

			‘Nope. Killed himself.’ He handed me a stack of brown envelopes. ‘Final demands.’ He chuckled. ‘Not a good day for you folks.’

			Later, I found out from our neighbour, Mrs Quirk, that Duffy had got home that weekend, walked into his garage, looped a length of rope around a sturdy beam and hanged himself. No note, no explanation.

			‘But he always seemed so happy,’ I’d said, choking back tears.

			She had shaken her head. ‘You can never really know people, kid.’

			That’s the bitter truth. It’s something I’ve learnt myself as a mailman. No one is the same out in the world as they are at home, behind closed doors. Everyone puts on a face, and everyone has secrets. A good mailman is good at keeping those secrets, and a happy man doesn’t rock the boat.

			I guess I would have stayed a happy man, living contentedly in Serenity Falls till the end of my days … if only I hadn’t seen that list. And the cat. Yeah, the darn cat.

			After that, well, the end of my days came a lot sooner than I expected.

			And unlike Duffy, I sure as heck didn’t choose it.

		
	
		
			2

			The heat. Sadie has read about it. Of course. But she still isn’t ready for it. No way, José.

			The hottest place Sadie ever visited in her whole fifteen years was Bordeaux on a school trip, and even then, it mostly rained. They never travelled abroad as a family. Dad and Mum didn’t have much cash when she was small, and then, after Mum wasn’t around, Dad was working all hours, taking on extra tutoring in the holidays just to pay the bills.

			When they did go away it was a camping trip to Wales or a caravan on the Isle of Wight. And she isn’t ungrateful. She loved those holidays with Dad. Couldn’t think of much worse than just lying on a beach all day, crisping in the sun, cultivating future melanomas. But sometimes, she has to admit, she envied her classmates when they returned from Majorca or Tenerife all glowing and brown with sun-streaked hair and ankle bracelets.

			Still, nowhere needs to be this hot, she thinks. Or humid. Her clothes are stuck to her skin like she’s been caught in a rainstorm. They’ve barely exited the airport to pick up their hire car and she already feels like she’s been trekking across the Amazon for days.

			‘You okay?’ her dad asks as they scour the lines of cars for their Honda SUV.

			‘Great,’ she replies, dragging her case bumpily over the tarmac. One wheel is broken, and the hard body keeps grating along the hot ground. She can feel the heat of the road radiating up through her Converse, probably melting the soles. She clutches Zelda’s box tightly to her chest.

			‘Do I detect a hint of sarcasm?’ her dad asks.

			‘Those Spidey senses really are something, Dad.’

			He grins, although it looks a little laboured. Sweat stands out on his brow, and the humidity has plastered his dark hair, only lightly sprinkled with grey, to his forehead. He turns and squints through his sunglasses.

			‘The hire-car lady definitely said row E, column 13, right?’ He frowns. ‘Or was it 30?’

			Sadie rolls her eyes. ‘You don’t know?’

			‘No. I mean, yes. I got this.’ He holds up the key fob. ‘Registration: XAG 731. You wait here with the cases. I’ll go and look.’

			‘Fine.’

			She sits on her case as Dad wanders off down the rows of cars. Great start. The plane had been delayed. Typically. Although she supposes the flight had been smooth. Long, but smooth, not really any turbulence. Dad had even splashed out for premium economy, which was a luxury but kind of essential for Dad, seeing as he was six foot three. She guesses she’s just looking for bad omens.

			She hadn’t wanted to come. I mean, it wasn’t like moving to another house, or even another city. Sadie could have coped with that. She had no great attachment to their home in Manchester. They’d moved a couple of times after Mum, so there were no blurred, fuzzy memories of her there. She didn’t even mind the idea of changing schools again.

			Sadie didn’t especially like school. Okay, strike that. She enjoyed learning. Most of the lessons and about half of the teachers were bearable. Shame the same couldn’t be said for the other students. They just weren’t ‘her people’. She didn’t really fit with the sporty set, the non-academic set, the geeky set or the high achievers.

			The other problem was her dad. He taught at the school. That was why they moved from their old house – so he could take the job. Having a parent teach at the same school as you was pure social suicide. Either no one wanted to be your friend in case they looked like a suck-up, or they were embarrassed to be your friend because your dad was a loser. Or both. One girl had threatened to cut Sadie if her dad didn’t give her a better grade.

			So, moving, yeah, not a bad thing. Moving to fucking Florida – and the ‘fucking’ was definitely not silent – was quite another.

			Dad had explained the reasons. Talked about how this could be a big, exciting adventure, a fresh new start. He had showed her the house brochure about a million times and pointed out the pool with almost unnerving enthusiasm for a man who didn’t even enjoy getting his toes wet at the seaside. And yes, it did look amazing. For a holiday. Not to live. Not for five years.

			‘It’s not really so long,’ her dad had said. ‘Think of it as an extended gap year. Living in a different country, in a beautiful house, with permanent sunshine and a pool. Did I mention the pool? It’s a luxury gated community, so it’s really safe. We don’t have to worry about violence or guns. You know, I looked it up – there’s never been a serious crime in Serenity Falls. And no murders. Not ever. And the high school is one of the best in the country. I think you’ll love it there. And if you don’t, in five years we can sell up, and the world is our lobster.’

			He had grinned, and she had fought back an eye roll because Dad always got that phrase wrong on purpose.

			When Dad was trying to please, trying to do the right thing, he was like a big puppy you didn’t want to kick. Even though, she could tell, beneath it all he wasn’t trying to sell it to her, he was trying to sell it to himself.

			A sudden honk of a horn almost sends her scooting out of her skin. She stands up and stares as a bright yellow SUV glides up beside her. The window lowers and her dad gives her a sheepish grin from behind the wheel. ‘Found our ride.’

			‘Yellow. Fucking yellow?’

			‘Well, we are in the sunshine state.’

			‘I thought your Hawaiian shirt was bad, but this … this—’

			‘Has really good aircon.’

			‘—is awesome.’

			His grin widens. ‘Let’s load the cases and get trucking.’

			It’s a forty-minute drive from the airport to Serenity Falls. Despite not wanting to be impressed, Sadie finds herself staring around wide-eyed. This country is so alien to her. She’s seen it in movies and on TV, but actually being here is kind of unreal. The massive, wide freeways, the huge cars, the roadside motels with their neon signs, the sprawling shopping malls. She can’t help but feel a tiny bit entranced by it all. Sucked right in. But, she reminds herself again – and it’s a big but – that’s all fine when it’s a novelty. How will she feel after six months or a year or five fucking years? She slumps back in her seat and closes her eyes.

			Dad glances at her. ‘Tired?’

			‘Kinda.’

			‘Well, maybe have a nap when we get there before we go for dinner.’

			She opens her eyes. ‘Dinner? Can’t we just order something in? I mean, this is the US. The country that invented fast food, right?’

			‘Yeah. Of course. But not tonight.’

			‘Why?’

			He clears his throat awkwardly. Sadie knows that throat-clear. It’s what Dad does when he is about to lie or admit to a lie.

			‘Dad?’

			‘We’ve been invited to dinner by the principal of Serenity Falls high school.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Well, you know we inherited some money from Grandma, and now, with the new house, we don’t need to worry about a mortgage—’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘But there are still bills to pay, and big houses are expensive to maintain, and pools have to be cleaned, and we still need to eat …’

			Sadie feels a creeping dread. ‘The suspense is killing me.’

			‘I’ve accepted a job teaching English at the high school.’

			‘Are you fucking serious?’

			‘Yes. And no need to sound so happy about it.’

			She thumps her head back against the head rest. ‘Oh, I’m thrilled that you’re going to be a constant source of humiliation for me at another school.’

			His face falls. ‘Is it that bad?’

			‘You still have no idea.’

			‘I won’t be teaching you. I’m teaching ninth and tenth grade.’

			She supposes that’s a bit better. But it’s still like saying at least there are only nine circles of hell. Could be worse. Could be eleven.

			‘And maybe things will be different here. You know, US schools aren’t the same as the ones in the UK. And you’ll be new, interesting. Everyone will love your accent.’

			‘Or it’ll just mark me out as even more of an outsider.’

			He glances at her. ‘Thought you liked that?’

			She sighs. How can she explain to Dad, who is almost fifty? There’s being a cool outsider, with cool outsider friends, and then there’s being a freak – laughed at, pitied or, perhaps even worse, shunned and ignored.

			‘Sweetheart—’

			‘Uh-oh. The “sweetheart” is coming out.’

			‘Okay, look, let’s try to be positive. Give it a chance. If things don’t work out at Serenity Falls High, I’ll look for a teaching position somewhere else. We can make this work.’

			He sounds desperate, Sadie thinks. And she gets it. They have to make this work. They don’t have much choice. Dad loves being a teacher, but he hated teaching at Edgerton Academy almost as much as she hated studying there. The overcrowded classes, the poor pay, the lack of funding and resources, the parents. And then there was ‘the incident’. The one they still don’t talk about. The one marked off limits, like a lot of stuff. Sadie wants him to be happy. And maybe, just maybe, that could be here in stupid Serenity Falls in stupid, stinking-hot Florida.

			‘I guess,’ she says.

			‘Wow. The enthusiasm.’

			‘Don’t push it.’

			‘Okay. Grudging truculence. I’ll take it.’

			Sadie smiles. She can’t help it. Her dad is such an idiot.

			They pull off the freeway. Ahead of them the famous arched gates of Winsom Wonderland rise over the road, marking the point at which they are entering land owned and run by the Winsom Corporation. A huge, huge area, including Serenity Falls, and far larger than the actual Wonderland Park.

			The sign is illuminated even in the day. Grinning characters wave and smile. Sparkling stars glitter. Sadie stares up as they pass underneath, and panic suddenly grips her. She can’t breathe. Her heart pounds. Everything blurs. The sign, the road. She turns to her dad to try and tell him to pull over. But she can’t seem to speak.

			And then, just as quickly, it’s gone. She sits back tentatively. Her head still feels a little tingly. Some kind of anxiety attack, she thinks. Or bad air. That’s what her dad always calls it. Like you just walked through a metaphysical pile of crap.

			She looks at her dad. He’s driving, hands on the wheel, humming to himself. An old tune she can’t quite place. He glances over and frowns.

			‘You okay?’

			‘Yeah. Fine. Just felt a bit odd for a minute.’

			‘Maybe it’s the jet lag. I felt a little whacked out back there myself.’

			She rubs at her head. ‘Yeah, maybe.’

			‘Hey, look.’ He points ahead. ‘We’re almost there.’

			They’re coasting down a smaller road; beautiful, tree-lined. Ahead of them, on their right, Sadie can see a double set of gates. High and white, set amid red-brick walls and thick shrubbery. A small security building sits in the middle of the two gates. Above it, an ornate sign reads: Serenity Falls. Welcome with an etching of a pretty town and a gushing waterfall underneath.

			Opposite the entrance gates, on the other side of the road, there’s another building. It’s a weird triangle shape, with tall windows of tinted glass, like some kind of futuristic office block. A sign outside reads: Human Utilities Building.

			She stares at it curiously for a moment, then turns back to the gates. A guard in a pristine tan uniform, including a peaked cap and white gloves, steps out. He’s short and squat with a tiny moustache. A name badge on his shirt reads: Fred. He looks like a Fred, Sadie thinks. So much so that she wonders if it’s his real name.

			Dad slows and lowers the window.

			Fred smiles at him. ‘Good morning, sir. How can I help you – visiting someone today?’

			‘Erm, well, actually, we’re moving in. I’m Daniel Barker. This is my daughter Sadie. We’re the new owners of 22 Acacia Avenue.’

			Fred’s face changes. He straightens. ‘Of course. Mr Barker. I should have realized from the accent.’ He doffs his cap. He really does that. ‘Frances, your realtor, is waiting to meet you at your new home. Oh, and I almost forgot.’ He darts back into his little sentry box. Sadie can see a chair and TV monitor, newspaper unfolded on the desk and beside it, a large automatic handgun.

			Suddenly Fred doesn’t seem quite so cosy any more.

			Before Sadie can let the thought settle, he hustles back and holds out what look like two bracelets: twisted metal straps with an oval-shaped identity tag in the middle – one olive green, one purple – engraved with the letters SF.

			‘Sorry, what are these?’ Dad asks.

			‘These are your keys to Serenity Falls, sir.’

			‘They look like bracelets.’

			Fred chuckles. ‘Exactly. But each has a small chip embedded in it, unique to you. So, you can use it to open your front door, set your alarm. You can pay for your groceries, cinema tickets, and it’ll charge to your account. You can connect it to your phone too.’

			‘Snazzy,’ Dad says with a fake enthusiasm which flies over Fred’s head.

			‘Isn’t it just!’ Fred beams.

			‘Well, thanks.’ Dad reaches for the bracelets. ‘We’ll be sure to try these out later.’

			Fred holds them out of reach and shakes his head. ‘Oh. I’m afraid you must put these on before you enter.’

			Sadie stares at him. ‘Why?’

			‘Everyone who lives in Serenity Falls has to wear a bracelet, Miss.’

			‘Has to?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘What if I don’t want to?’

			Fred frowns as if struggling to comprehend this notion. ‘Everyone in Serenity Falls wears a bracelet, Miss.’

			‘All the time, like even in the shower?’

			‘Well, they’re fully waterproof!’

			Sadie looks at the bracelets. They’re not ugly. They’re quite cool. It just feels a bit like they’re being tagged.

			‘It makes everything a lot easier,’ Fred continues. ‘You don’t have to worry about carrying cards or cash. You’ll never lose your keys and—’

			‘It’s okay.’ Dad raises a hand. ‘We’ll wear the bracelets.’

			Sadie opens her mouth, and Dad gives her a warning look. ‘We’re really keen to get settled in.’

			If Fred’s smile could stretch any wider, his head might split in two. ‘That’s just super, Mr Barker.’

			Dad holds out his wrist. Fred wraps the strap around it, adjusts it so it’s snug and then snaps it in place with a small clamp.

			‘All done.’

			He walks around to Sadie’s side of the car. She has a childish urge to fold her arms and ignore him.

			‘Just play nice,’ Dad whispers, as if reading her mind.

			‘Fine.’

			Maybe it would be easier to just get this over with. She lowers the window and proffers her wrist. Fred neatly clips the bracelet on.

			‘There you go. Now you’re officially part of the Serenity Falls community.’ He gives another little salute, steps back into his sentry box and presses some buttons. ‘And as we say in Serenity Falls – once you’re here, you’re here to stay.’

			The iron gates yawn open. For some reason, Sadie feels a knot of anxiety in her stomach as they glide through. She fiddles with the unfamiliar bracelet. Here we go. A wide avenue stretches before them. Sun-dappled. Lined with palm trees and brightly coloured exotic flowers.

			From behind, she hears a heavy clunk as the gates swing shut again.

			Once you’re here, you’re here to stay.

		
	
		
			Ellen

			Feminism. Don’t talk to me about feminism. That’s where it all went wrong, of course.

			Equality, wanting to be as good as men. Doing men’s jobs. Oh my. Things were just fine before those darn feminists with their hairy armpits and dungarees came along. Everyone knew their place. Men went to work. Women tended the home. People had their roles back then. Traditional values. And it was easier. Like dogs. A dog is happy when it knows the rules, who is master. Women are the same. Oh, don’t ‘at’ me. We were all far more content before we had to start competing with one another.

			Take my parents. The happiest couple you could ever meet. Father worked at the bank, Mother looked after me and my sister, cooked all the meals, cleaned the house, tended to us when we were sick. Father paid the bills, washed the car, cut the grass and disciplined us when we were bad. They never argued, not once. Because they had their roles. And if Father occasionally drank a bit too much, or went a little too heavy on the belt, well, that’s just men. Sometimes they need to remind their family who’s in charge.

			I’m a woman who knows her place. And her worth. In the home, in the kitchen and in the community. Home-makers aren’t valued enough in society. When I was at school all my friends wanted careers. Doctors, lawyers, police. How I rolled my eyes. Then the careers officer (and did anyone ever say they wanted to be one of those when they grew up?) asked me what I planned to do, and I told her proudly: ‘I’m going to be a good housewife.’ She may have sneered, but I didn’t care. I certainly wasn’t going to end up like her, with her man’s haircut and shapeless grey suit.

			Of course, the best-laid plans don’t always work out. I’m no longer a wife. That part of my plan was cut tragically short. And Magnus and I never had children, so my home-making is reserved just for me. But I’ve never been one to mope, not when my sister died, not when Magnus had his terrible accident and not because motherhood has been denied to me. I’m still a better wife and mother than any of those with husbands and children will ever be.

			Being the best home-maker is my career, and I’m darn good at it.

			There are no ready microwave meals in my house. I don’t even own a microwave. Everything is cooked from scratch. All fresh ingredients. I bake my own cakes and cookies, and I’ve run the Serenity Falls bake sale for five years running. I’m on the PTA and Serenity Falls planning committee. I organize the school fete every year, the Pumpkin Patch Party, the Halloween and Christmas parades. I’m a dab hand with a sewing machine and I make a lot of the costumes. In fact, I often say, if there’s a parade or event in Serenity Falls I don’t have a hand in planning, then it hasn’t been invented yet.

			Of course, there will always be some people who resent that. Women who aren’t so devoted, who just don’t try as hard. The sort of women who drive their kids to school, even when they live just up the road. The sort of women who order their children’s Halloween costumes from the internet instead of making them, or who bring shop-bought cakes to the bake sale. Working moms. Like I don’t work hard? There’s not a busier body in Serenity Falls. And yet those women have the nerve to laugh at me. To judge me. Well, I have their numbers. Them and their pesky brats.

			You see, you don’t get to where I am without learning a few things about the community. And being home all day, well, it gives me time. Once I’ve finished cleaning and baking, I often take a stroll around the town. To make sure everything is as it should be. To be a good neighbour. You’d be amazed how careless people are with their home security, or how many people don’t shred important documents before putting them in the garbage.

			It would be so easy for someone with malicious intent to find a spare key under a flowerpot and let themselves into an empty home. And once inside, well, everyone has things they’d rather keep hidden. Like those disgusting sex outfits, or their teenager’s dope stash, or the empty vodka bottles buried in the trash.

			Secrets. Lies. Hidden, dirty things that people would do anything to stop creeping out into the light. Fortunately for them, I’ve always been the model of discretion, although it never hurts to have a little leverage. A little something stored in the pantry to bring out when necessary.

			Sadly, that was my mistake. I stored something a little too big. And then I served it up to the wrong person.

			Of course, I swore that I would never gossip. Their secret was safe with me.

			But it was too late by then. My cake was already baked, you might say.

			Still, a home-maker has her tricks.

			And blood is such a tricky substance to remove completely.
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			‘Wow!’

			And even that doesn’t cover it. The pictures of 22 Acacia Avenue were impressive enough, but they still didn’t convey the sheer grandeur of the place.

			It looks more like a palace or some kind of embassy. I half expect to see flags protruding from the roof. The white walls of the property gleam so hard in the sunlight I have to raise a hand to shield my eyes even with sunglasses on.

			‘Such a pretty home, don’t you think?’ Frances Mayfield smiles, artfully understating. ‘And Acacia Avenue is one of our most desirable streets. Although some might say that there aren’t any undesirable streets here in Serenity Falls.’

			She laughs. A light, tinkling thing that sits somewhat incongruously with the bulk of the woman. That’s not to say that Frances is overweight. She’s just large. Tall, almost my height, and formidably purposed. Her shoulders are broad; her legs are sturdy atop a pair of wedge-heeled sandals. Even her hair – a perfectly coiffed bob – looks hard enough to deter missiles.

			‘It’s, erm, substantial,’ I say.

			Sadie stares upwards, uncharacteristically quiet. I suppose it is a lot to take in.

			‘So,’ Frances continues, ‘shall I give you the grand tour?’

			‘Probably for the best, just to make sure we don’t get lost.’

			Frances strides forward. I scurry a little to catch up. At the front door, she pauses and points to a small black box on the wall.

			‘Doorbell and security camera, so you can see everyone coming and going.’

			‘Okay,’ I say.

			‘We pride ourselves on all our homes having the most up-to-date security,’ Frances says. ‘There is also a camera at the rear of the property. All very unobtrusive, of course. And you can connect them to your phone.’

			‘I thought Serenity Falls prided itself on being crime-free,’ Sadie says.

			Frances shoots her a look, the sunny disposition momentarily dulling. ‘And that’s one of the reasons why,’ she says smartly. ‘That and the fact we are very discerning about who we permit to live here.’

			I don’t miss the implication. Sadie and I are here by default. We have, in a way, slipped in via the back door. Not chosen. Foisted upon Serenity Falls by my mother’s shrewd investment. And once again, I wonder how Mum engineered this.

			‘So, let’s take a peek inside.’ Frances looks at me. I smile back. And then I realize. She’s waiting for me to unlock the door with my shiny new bracelet.

			‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Almost forgot.’

			I press the silver disc to the pad beneath the door handle. I hear a click as the lock releases.

			‘You have a set of standard keys as well,’ Frances says. ‘Just for spares. Really, you shouldn’t need them.’

			She pushes the door open, and we are immediately greeted by a welcome blast of ice-cold air. Both Sadie and I audibly groan with relief. Frances smiles again.

			‘Yes, you really feel the benefits of the aircon.’

			She motions us inside and swiftly shuts the door. We stare around the entrance hall. Again, the pictures in the brochure didn’t adequately convey the dimensions. What seems like acres of smooth marble flooring spread out before us. A winding staircase on the left leads up to the first floor, and four doors lead off the hall. Frances gestures ahead: ‘Living room and diner/kitchen. To your right is the study, recreation room and downstairs bathroom.’

			Of course. I glance at Sadie – whose face is inscrutable – and we follow Frances dumbly around the ground floor in something of a daze. A vast study with a built-in bookcase spanning one wall. Another huge room next door: ‘You could have a gym or maybe make it a games room,’ Frances suggests. I nod, mutely.

			The open-plan living and dining area is furnished, minimally but tastefully. Cream sofas, rugs in taupe and green, modern abstract pictures on the walls – a swirling mix of greens, browns and amber. The kitchen is sleek and modern in shades of muted grey. Mum would have hated it, I think. She was more of a pine cabinets and floral china person. Tea cosies and chintzy tablecloths. And yet, here we are.

			‘The kitchen is new. Installed just last year.’ Frances beams.

			‘Last year?’ I query.

			‘Yes, the maintenance contract ensures all appliances and furnishings are kept up to date. You’ll also find food in the freezer, and juice and milk in the fridge. In case you don’t get to the shops today.’ She smiles beatifically and gestures back towards the living room. ‘Sliding doors open out to the back yard and pool.’

			The doors are shaded by pale grey blinds, presumably to keep out the sun. Before I can look outside, Frances is whisking us upstairs.

			‘Six bedrooms. Four en suites. The master has a dressing room and views out over the pool.’

			She ushers us into the room, which is beautiful if very beige. I can’t see the views out to the pool because, again, blinds shade the windows. A wooden ceiling fan spins lazily over the huge bed and another of the abstract pictures looms above the headboard. I frown. The paintings downstairs are okay, if not really to my taste (but then I’m a man who still has posters of Scooby-Doo on his walls). This picture is … consuming, I think, and then wonder where the hell that word came from. It’s mostly a very dark blue which gets gradually lighter towards the centre, like some kind of swirling vortex. It makes me feel a little dizzy if I stare at it for too long, but the weird thing is, I want to stare at it. Like it’s sucking me in. I blink and shake my head. Frances is talking again.

			‘And finally …’ She sweeps back out on to the landing. Sadie and I trail, like debris, in her wake. ‘I know your grandmother wanted this to be your room, Sadie.’

			Frances pushes open the door for Sadie to step inside. Sadie glances at me. I nod. ‘Go on.’

			I can sense her reluctance, and her continued silence is worrying me. She isn’t usually this quiet for this long. Almost fifteen minutes without any sass, sighing or even a roll of the eyes. Something is wrong.

			She steps into the room. It’s big, obviously. Unlike the rest of the house, which is a shrine to the palate of neutral, the walls here have been painted a very pale lilac. It didn’t feature in the brochure. Another abstract painting, this time in reds and mauves, hangs on a wall by the door. In the centre of the room is a large four-poster bed with billowing drapes. A name has been etched into the footboard of the bed. Sadie.

			Sadie stares around. And then, without a word, she turns and runs out of the room and back down the stairs. Frances stands just inside the door, looking bemused. ‘Is she okay?’

			‘I don’t think so.’ I turn and head after her.

			I get it. The flight, this room, the heat – all of it. It’s too much. But Sadie doesn’t usually cut and run. I reach the hall and glance towards the half-open sliding doors in the open-plan living area. I jog across, push the blinds aside and step out into the yard. The heat washes over me in a suffocating wave and the sunlight momentarily blinds me. I fumble for my sunglasses, slip them on and stare around. I can’t see Sadie anywhere. But my eyes are drawn to the pool.

			It’s large, at least twenty metres. A curved-off rectangle with steps leading down into the shallow end. Aquamarine water sparkles under the sunshine. A bunch of brightly coloured balloons bobs gently near the steps. At the other end, bobbing less brightly, a body is submerged face down in the water.
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			Sadie pounds down the stairs and across the vast hall. She reaches the front door, yanks it open and steps outside. She needs some fresh air, but the air here is so hot and sluggish she might as well stick her head in an oven. Still, at least she’s out of the house.

			She walks across the porch to the front steps and sits down. Her heart is pounding; she feels dizzy and a little sick. She wonders if she’s having another anxiety attack. It’s all too much. The size of the house, the extravagance. She can’t imagine Grandma ever buying a house like this. The thought is as preposterous as the queen coming for tea. And she can’t imagine her and Dad living in it either.

			The marble floors are too hard and cold; the furniture is too pale – she feels like she’d be making a mess just by sitting on it – and the pictures on the walls make her want to vomit. Then there’s the bedroom – her bedroom. I mean, it’s beautiful and huge, obviously. Crazy huge compared to her rabbit hutch back home. But it is so not her, and Grandma knew her better than that. I mean, lilac and a four-poster bed. For fuck’s sake. Who is she – Regina fucking George?

			Sadie pushes her hair back behind her ears and tries to steady her breathing. At least the porch provides a little shade from the incessant bloody sun. She squints out at the street. There’s a house almost exactly opposite. Similar design to theirs, but smaller. Bet that pisses them off, she thinks. She wonders if they’re curious about her and Dad, the newcomers, or maybe a tad envious, already bitching about the folk from the UK ‘coming here and buying our houses’.

			She tries to picture the residents. The house is pristine, but then so are all the houses on the street. She can just make out curtains in the windows, not blinds, and what looks like a house name on the gate. She stands and walks down the porch steps to the bottom of the path.

			The sign is wooden and engraved in florid white writing which reads: Home and Spry.

			Ah, a house name with a pun. So, obviously an older couple. White hair and leathery tans. Always dressed in matching polo shirts, shorts and baseball caps. And they have a dog. A terrier or chihuahua. Dale and Nancy, she decides, and their dog, Ruffles.

			Sprinklers twirl lazily on Dale and Nancy’s front lawn; a bird flaps between the trees and in the downstairs window, a curtain twitches. Sadie can’t see the person inside, not from this distance, but she gets the impression of a face staring back at her.

			Well, there you are, Dale or Nancy, she thinks. She raises a hand and waves. I see you, watching me, watching you. The curtain falls back. Sadie smiles. Okay, neighbour. I’ve got your number.

			She looks up and down the road. It’s quiet, almost unnaturally so. No cars, no other people. The only sign of life are a few tiny lizards scuttling across the pavement. She should probably go back inside. Dad must be worried. She’s surprised he hasn’t come looking for her, but maybe he wanted to give her some time. He’s probably just as freaked out about all of this as she is, and she promised herself she would try to make this work for him. She starts to turn … and then pauses.

			There’s a woman walking towards her. Blonde, wearing a vest, leggings and large dark sunglasses. She’s looking around, like she’s searching for something, or someone. As the woman draws closer, Sadie realizes she’s older than she first thought. Not quite Grandma’s age, but old. Late sixties or seventies. Her arms are thin but loose with crinkled skin, and her face is lined and speckled with sun damage. Although when she smiles her teeth are still very white and even. Veneers, Sadie thinks.

			‘Hi there.’ The woman beams.

			‘Hi.’

			‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen a little boy around here?’

			‘Err, no. Afraid not.’

			‘Oh.’ The woman squints through her glasses. ‘Do I know you? You look familiar.’

			Sadie shakes her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Are you at school with Serena?’

			‘No. We just moved here.’

			The woman looks up at the house. ‘Here?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘This house is empty. It’s been empty for years.’

			‘Well, not any more. We inherited it, from my grandma.’

			The woman continues to study her. Then the veneers flash again. ‘Well, that’s nice. Have you visited Winsom Wonderland yet?’

			‘No, not yet.’

			‘You should go. My little Davey – he just loves all that magical stuff. At least, he used to—’ She trails off, an odd look on her face. ‘Have you seen him?’

			Sadie feels thrown by the sudden switches in conversation. She really wants to go back inside. ‘No, I haven’t.’

			‘Well, you better take one of these.’ The woman thrusts a piece of paper at Sadie. Reluctantly, she takes it. There’s a picture on the front: a young boy. Maybe four or five. A shock of blond hair, bright, happy smile. He’s wearing a cowboy hat and a yellow T-shirt with a grinning cartoon cowboy on it (one of Harold Winsom’s famous characters – Buddy). Printed beneath the picture:

			Davey Junior. Missing. If you see me, please help.

			Sadie frowns. Normally missing posters featured teens or adults. Not little kids. How did a little kid just go missing?

			‘Remember—’ The woman taps the leaflet with one bony finger. ‘If you see Davey, you let me know.’

			‘O-kay.’ Although how she’ll do that with no contact details on the leaflet, Sadie has no idea.

			The woman nods and walks off. Sadie looks at the leaflet again. She’ll show it to Dad, see what he makes of it. He’ll probably tell her not to talk to weird people, but Sadie can’t help it if weird people talk to her. She folds the leaflet and shoves it into her shorts pocket. Then she turns and places a hand on the gate.

			And that’s when she hears the scream.
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			I stare at the body, momentarily paralysed. My brain is refusing to compute. A body. In the pool. What, how, why?

			My confusion isn’t helped by the fact that the body is dressed in some kind of furry animal costume, like the ones theme-park characters wear – which is: a/ nuts in this heat and b/ probably not great for breaststroke either.

			The thought spurs me into action. I yank off my trainers and socks and make my way down the pool steps, past the bobbing balloons (also, what the fuck?) and as far as I can towards the deep end. I’m chest deep before I can reach the man’s arms. I’ve decided it’s a man because of the height, but again, hard to tell in the costume. It’s also hard to move him. The costume is heavy, weighing him down, but somehow I manage to manoeuvre him back to the shallow end and wedge my hands under his arms.

			I’m just starting to drag him up the steps when a sudden shrill scream causes me to jump and lose my grip. I miss a step and fall backwards into the pool, head going under, feet struggling to find the bottom. I flail and flap my arms, finally managing to regain my balance and grab hold of the pool edge. Shit. I gasp and shake water out of my hair. Great. Now, the body has floated further away again.

			‘Oh my gosh, oh my gosh.’

			The screamer, Frances, stands by the pool, eyes wide, hands at her mouth.

			‘Is that … oh my gosh … is that—’

			‘A body. In the pool. Yes.’ I wipe water out of my eyes.

			‘Oh my gosh.’

			‘You think you could help me get him out?’

			She blinks, and then efficiency mode kicks back in. ‘Oh, of course.’

			She kicks off her wedges and wades into the water. We grab one arm each and together we haul the body out on to the poolside.

			I stare at the costume’s headpiece. Some sort of creature with a long snout? An anteater, perhaps?

			‘How do we get his head off?’ I ask.

			‘Like this.’ Frances gently eases the headpiece off.

			Inside the costume is a young man, late teens, early twenties, maybe. I feel my heart give. Long, blondish hair, thin face, the remnants of teenage acne. His eyes are half open, and his lips are blue. I’m pretty sure he’s dead. But Frances – ever the optimist – kneels and starts mouth to mouth.

			‘Should I call 911?’ I ask.

			She looks up. ‘No. Call Jerry – he’s the sheriff.’

			‘Are you sure I shouldn’t call—’

			‘Call Jerry first. The number’s on the fridge under “Important Contacts”.’

			I stand just as another figure emerges at the sliding glass doors. Sadie. Shit.

			‘Dad. I heard a—’ She looks past me and her eyes widen. ‘Jesus! Is that a body?’

			‘Where were you?’

			‘Out front. Is he dead?’

			‘I don’t know. I need you to go inside.’

			‘Was he in the pool?’

			‘Yes. Go inside and get the contacts card off the fridge door.’

			She hesitates, then turns and darts back inside. Seconds later she emerges with a card, which she thrusts at me. I find the number for ‘Sheriff’ and pull my phone out of my pocket, only now realizing that I should have taken it out of my pocket before I went for a dunk in the pool. However, the water resistance seems to be holding up and the screen comes on. I jab the numbers into the phone and listen to it ring, even as a voice in my head berates me: You should call 911. The guy is dead. In your pool.

			On the fourth ring, a man answers in a laid-back drawl: ‘Hello, sheriff’s office. Jerry speaking.’

			‘Erm. Hi. This is Dan Barker at 22 Acacia Avenue.’

			‘The new guy?’

			So, word gets around. But I suppose the town sheriff needs to know who’s living here.

			‘Yes. We have a bit of situation at the house.’

			‘Don’t tell me. Locks won’t work. Security cameras glitching. You got a ’coon in your garbage.’

			‘Not quite.’

			I glance over at Frances. She’s sitting back on her haunches and shaking her head sadly.

			‘We’ve got a dead body.’

			Jerry is a stocky man with a thick neck and a barrel chest who looks like he rolled right out of a casting call for ‘redneck local cop 101’. He crouches down, tan slacks straining at the buttocks, and studies the body.

			‘Frankie Gallo, twenty-one years old. Worked at the diner and part-time as a town mascot. Damn shame.’

			‘Town mascot?’ I query.

			‘Yeah.’ He stands. ‘We got Lenny the Leopard, Daphne the Dolphin, Rikki the Raccoon. Eddie the Eagle and Arnie the Armadillo.’

			An armadillo. Of course. Not an anteater.

			‘We don’t get to use the big characters here cos they’re contracted to the theme park.’ Jerry frowns. ‘It’s odd, though, cos Frankie normally wears the Lenny costume. Chris usually dresses as Arnie.’

			I stare at him. ‘Do you think that’s relevant to his death?’

			Jerry cocks his hat back on his head. ‘Hell no. Just odd. Maybe Chris was ill or had to take the day off or something. I know his mom has been in hospital—’

			I try to check my irritation. I fail. ‘I’m sure we’re all really concerned about the health of Chris’s mum, but could we get back to Frankie – and what he’s doing in our pool?’

			Jerry gives me a look. Not a pleasant one. ‘Well, obviously he’s tripped and fallen in. Poor kid can’t swim.’

			‘But what was he doing in our back yard, dressed up as Arnie the Armadillo?’

			‘It’s all my fault,’ Frances says, voice trembling slightly. ‘And I will just never forgive myself.’

			‘Oh, it’s not your fault, Frances,’ Jerry says. ‘It’s tradition.’

			‘Tradition?’ I query.

			Frances sniffs. ‘One of the town mascots always welcomes new arrivals to Serenity. They bring a bunch of balloons and sing a song. It’s supposed to be a surprise.’

			Well, it’s certainly a fucking surprise, I think. I glance at the balloons bobbing in the pool. The strings have snagged in one of the filters, otherwise they would have floated away. We all float here. The surreal nature of this is starting to get to me. Or maybe it’s the damn heat. I squeeze the bridge of my nose.

			‘So,’ I say. ‘Frankie was here to welcome us, dressed as a giant armadillo with a bunch of balloons?’

			‘That’s right, sir.’ Jerry nods. ‘Obviously, he must have had a stumble – those costumes can be darn heavy – and ended up in the pool. He was probably dead before you arrived. Nothing you could do.’ He smiles in a way that I think is supposed to be sympathetic but just comes across as a little smug. ‘I’ve already spoken to Stella – she’s the coroner. She’s on her way to collect the body.’

			‘Doesn’t someone need to come and, you know, collect evidence?’ Sadie asks.

			Jerry chuckles. ‘Well, look who’s been watching CSI.’

			Sadie bristles. ‘Actually, I prefer reading. You should try it.’

			Before Jerry can process the insult, I step in. ‘I thought that was what normally happened with an unexplained death?’

			I see a flash of annoyance. ‘Sir, I just explained what happened here. No mystery. No crime. Just a tragic accident—’ He pauses at the sound of the doorbell. ‘That’ll be Stella.’

			No one moves. Frances clears her throat. I realize they are waiting for me to answer the door. This is my house now.

			‘Right,’ I say. ‘I’ll go let her in then, shall I?’

			‘I’ll come with you,’ Sadie says.

			We walk back through the living room. My clothes are still dripping, and after the oppressive heat outside, the aircon makes my damp skin ripple with goosebumps.

			‘You okay?’ I ask Sadie. ‘Stupid question, I know.’

			‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘I mean, I’ve seen a dead body before, right?’

			She means Grandma. I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea at the time, but Sadie had wanted to say goodbye, so we visited my mum before the funeral directors took her away. She lay in her bed, flowery cover pulled up to her chest, vein-stippled hands at her sides. She seemed smaller, yet also strangely serene.

			‘She looks younger,’ Sadie had said. ‘Like death has wiped out all her wrinkles.’ And it was true. Those vital expressions of life had all been erased. It struck me that people pay a fortune to freeze their faces and, at the end, Death steps in and does it for free.

			Of course, seeing Grandma laid out peacefully in her bed is very different to seeing a young man who has drowned in our swimming pool.

			‘You sure?’ I ask her as we reach the hall.

			The doorbell chimes again. ‘Just a minute,’ I shout. I turn to Sadie and take her shoulders. ‘This has been a shock. It can take a while to settle. It’s okay to not be okay.’

			‘I’m fine, Dad.’

			‘Just don’t shut me out. Talk to me if you’re worried or scared or anything. And don’t run off again.’

			She squirms. ‘All right. Enough with the well-intentioned but now making me uncomfortable fatherly love thing.’

			‘Okay.’ I release her, holding my arms up. ‘See. No more fatherly love for you.’

			‘Thank God.’

			I smile and cross to the door, pulling it open.

			A short, thin woman stands outside, barely taller than Sadie. Grey hair is shorn close to her skull, and her face is shrewd, blue eyes glinting within a nest of fine wrinkles. She wears beige slacks and a black polo shirt. SF Funeral Directors is embroidered in light blue on the chest. In one hand she holds a folded black sack. It takes me a moment to realize it’s a body bag.

			‘Mr Barker?’ Her voice has a blunt Midwestern twang.

			‘Yes, ma’am.’

			She holds out a hand. ‘Stella Gravelot. Coroner. And yes, the surname is appropriate.’

			‘Guess you hear that a lot.’

			‘Only every other day.’

			I glance at her polo shirt. ‘Funeral director too?’

			‘It’s a small town. I run double duties.’

			I shake her hand. Her grip is firm. ‘Well, it’s good to meet you.’

			‘Really? I’d say I’m the last person most folk want to meet.’

			I chuckle. ‘Well, under the circumstances, it’s good to meet you.’

			‘I hear you.’ She glances at Sadie. ‘This your daughter?’

			‘Yes, this is Sadie.’

			Sadie raises a hand. ‘Hi.’

			Stella nods in return ‘You doing okay?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Your first dead body?’

			‘No.’

			‘Me neither.’ Stella grins, and Sadie’s lips tilt a little in return.

			‘Okay.’ Stella grabs the mortuary stretcher propped against the outside wall. ‘Best show me where he is?’

			I lead her through the house and out to the back yard. She regards Frankie lying on the ground. ‘We’re gonna need to get him out of that costume.’

			I look at her. ‘We?’

			‘Well, I can do it on my own, but it’d be quicker with help.’

			This really is a small town, I think.

			It takes three of us. It’s horrible and undignified. The costume smells of chlorine and wet fur. Beneath it, Frankie is wearing only boxer shorts and a faded Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles T-shirt. His skin is pale and puckered. Each time I touch a bare limb my stomach rolls. He’s just a kid, I tell myself. But my brain screams back – He’s a corpse now, and he’s cold, so cold.

			At last, the costume is off, and Stella takes over. She’s efficient, and stronger than she looks. Within
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