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For Chenai, because she’ll smile every time she sees this. And for Wilder, stop reading here please.





Chapter one

I think I’m missing a piece inside. Something crucially human. I’m not sure when I lost it – Spain, probably – but I can feel the hole it left behind, like a pulled tooth.

Whatever it is, everyone else at school pickup still has theirs. All these glossy wonder-mums, cramming a passive-aggressive lecture into Oh, hiiiiii. The child-development junkies, shoving tracking apps in each other’s faces. Sad divorced dads, desperate to get this one task right, and busy and important patriarchs, honking from the back of the queue. They’re thinking about normal things. Their kids, jobs, bills, yoga classes, infidelities and functional alcoholism.

I’m thinking this car is a two-tonne hunk of crumple zones, mere ankle pressure away from being a weapon.

And that Jaideep does this every day.

‘Can you remind me to email Holly Thorpe? Everyone has to make diversity cupcakes for Monday and she’s got the good recipe.’

I follow his eyes to Holly’s activewear-coated arse as she crunches across the hot gravel, headed for the school. ‘Are the cupcakes diverse or does money from selling them go to a diverse cause?’

‘Each kid does their icing … in the national colours … of a country they can trace their roots to,’ Jai says, his Canadian accent rising for each new detail, making it clear the project is over-complicated. ‘Then they swap cakes with another kid and celebrate their differences.’

‘Eating racism?’

‘“With gluten-free, wholemeal and vegan options, please.”’

‘It’s the Hills. I’m surprised they don’t make you cleanse our oven with a healing crystal.’

‘Daddy, they made cakes on Play School,’ Leena says from her car seat.

‘That’s right, honey. Big Ted’s looked yummier than Little Ted’s, didn’t it?’

Jai and I have an unspoken agreement to never discuss it being strange for him, or even noteworthy, that he’s the girls’ primary carer. He’s the first to say: Nothing I do would be impressive if Olivia had a penis.

The school bell trills and Jai sits up expectantly. Pavlov’s parent. Children spill from the gates like loose marbles. ‘Here she is.’

Edith runs along the fence-line, elbows and knees pumping as the weight of her backpack throws her in a squiggle. Her cheeks are flushed with the February heat and sweat plasters her fringe to her forehead, beneath a drooping flower crown. I lean back to open her door. ‘Hi, darling.’ A whiff of squashed grass from games on the oval, oranges from her afternoon tea.

‘Gooooood afternoon, m’lady Edith,’ Jai says, affecting his English butler accent.

Edith and Leena giggle. ‘Gooooood afternoon, m’lady Daddy,’ says Edith.

Jai’s hand goes to his mouth. ‘But, I say, madam. I am a gentleman.’

‘Lady, lady, lady!’ Leena and Edith cackle with laughter.

‘Belt, please, Edith,’ I say.

‘Lady!’

‘Lady!’

‘Ra-ther.’

‘Come on, belt, please. Mummy’s running late.’

‘But I want to show you my drawing.’

‘Later, honey.’

‘Listen to Mummy, girls. You know the deal. We don’t go quick …’

‘Till the belt goes click!’ they chorus.

The moment Edith settles, I pull onto the tree-lined road, cutting in front of a tradie’s ute. He blasts his horn and I wave an apology, imagining him snarling, Fucking soccer mum. Our four-wheel drive is a cherry-red Mazda that’s proven to be a magnet for road rage. We nicknamed her ‘Jessica Rabbit’, after her big red bum and the odd impulses she inspires in men. We let the girls name our other vehicle, a blue Corolla hatch, and couldn’t talk them out of ‘Brum-Brum’. Brum-Brum is being serviced, hence us in one car.

‘No one needs to pee? Because we’re going to the city.’

The girls say no. Jai frowns but I ignore it, eyeing the dashboard clock. Twenty-five minutes to Knox Shopping Centre then at least thirty to my office in Clifton Hill, traffic-dependent. So damn late. I focus on our winding descent, getting that faint, turtle-poking-from-its-shell feeling I have anytime I leave the Dandenong Ranges, aka the Hills.

For decades, this remote clump of outer eastern suburbs has been a refuge for Melbourne’s urban misfits. Not quite hippies. Not quite survivalists. Not even hipsters. But somewhere on that Venn diagram, you’ll find a Hills resident standing beside their multistorey chicken coop, in bare feet and a knitted hat. The thick forests and single-lane roads may get scarier each year, as climate change makes bushfires, storms and blackouts fiercer and more frequent, but it’s a place that lets you be. These trees have seen my kind for a hundred and fifty years, and others for millennia more. They’re happy to let me hide and breathe.

‘I’ll drop you at the restaurant bit if that’s okay?’ I say. ‘You won’t miss the start?’

‘It won’t properly start till four-thirty,’ Jai says. ‘But where will you park?’

There is weight to this statement. I’ve forgotten something and he’s throwing me a lifeline. I push on hesitantly. ‘I wasn’t going to park. You remember I’ve got the launch?’

‘Can we listen to “Silly Sammy Sausage”, Daddy?’

‘Yeah, Snosage Sam, Daddy!’

Jai bluetooths the song, which he already had queued up on Spotify. Tinny, repetitive music peals from the speakers. ‘What about Edie?’ he says.

Whatever I’ve forgotten, he’s now sure I’ve missed it, but is changing tack. Letting me dig out and expand my grave. ‘I’m not abandoning our children, Jai. I’ll drop them at the office and Barbara will watch them while I’m at the restaurant. It’s the sister venue to that place we had the amazing smoked mozzarella. Lo Stivale? Everything’s sorted.’

‘My love—’

‘What, Jai? What is it?’

‘Edith’s shoes?’

I think Fuck, but I say, ‘Shit.’

I previously agreed to take Edith to buy ballet slippers for class tomorrow. She’s been the only kid in joggers for weeks and Jai’s jokes about our poor little orphan girl, dancing for her supper, are getting more pointed.

‘Mummy, you said the S-word.’

‘Edie, remember how we talked about words adults can use, but kids can’t?’ says Jai.

‘It just means poo, though.’

Leena laughs. ‘Poo poo, poo poo.’

‘Edie, don’t be silly, please,’ I say.

‘Leena did it too!’

Jai shakes his head. ‘You said you’d do this one. You said you wanted to.’

‘I know! But then there was all this interest in the app, and we’ve had media requests, so the developers want something more quote-unquote “baller”. We’ve invited dozens more people and switched to champagne and canapés, but I don’t know the function space upstairs, so wanted to check it out.’ I exhale. ‘Would you have time, before your thing?’

I know it’s a mistake the second I ask.

‘Well, no, actually. And anyway, then what? I won’t be able to watch her, I’ll be playing.’

In his late teens, Jai was highly ranked among Canadian gamers. This was before e-sports were huge, and the most he won was a couple of free trips to Japan. Still, he likes attending events to ‘witness the next generation’. I think he also likes playing the part of positive elder role model.

‘We’ll just have to get the shoes another time, then.’

‘When, Liv? There is no other time.’

‘I want pink shoes, Mummy. You can get white or brown or pink. And you get to put ribbons on them if you want. But I want pink with ribbons.’

‘I want pink ribbons too!’ says Leena.

‘Jai, I’m sorry, but I really can’t do it. There’s barely time to get to the office then Port Melbourne in traffic. It just slipped my mind. With work and everything—’ Too late I stop myself. Another strategic error.

‘You think I don’t have stuff on?’

‘I should have remembered. I’m sorry.’

‘You think I’m not busy?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that. You know I didn’t.’

‘Tonight is, like, the one thing I get that’s mine. And I don’t think it’s too much to ask for.’ His voice has that singsong quality that’s so much worse than yelling, mostly because it makes me want to slap him.

‘No one’s taking it away from you.’

‘I realise your work is more time sensitive than my event, but I still think—’

‘Everything you do is just as important. You know I believe that.’

‘Do you, though?’

I stomp the accelerator to pass an old van with a sun-peeled ‘Earthcore 2016’ festival sticker, beating it to the end of the short overtaking section. I check the rear-view to see if I’ve pissed them off too and catch Leena’s stunned Mummy and Daddy are fighting face.

I wonder what her anxiety will latch on to. Will she always associate this road with conflict? Or will it be the smell of used yoghurt pouches? Years from now, will she be driving along with her fiancé, hear a reggaetón remix of ‘Silly Sammy Sausage’ and hurl herself from the moving vehicle?

‘I’m very sorry, Jai,’ I say, enunciating each word for Leena’s benefit, modelling the strength it takes to admit fault. ‘I was being inconsiderate.’

To Jai – not part of the mirror exchange – I sound condescending. ‘There’s always a launch, or a meeting,’ he says through his teeth. ‘There’s always going to be one. We need to find a way for my stuff to be a priority too.’

I twist my grip on the steering wheel until the leather squeaks.

‘Daddy, what’s “priority”?’

‘It means “important”.’

~

I drop Jai at the mall’s café strip. He says, ‘I love you all,’ as he closes the door with purposeful gentleness.

The second we’re back in traffic, I dial Vanessa, putting her on speaker. ‘I’ve got the girls,’ I say, pre-empting her sailor’s mouth.

‘Hey, munchkins.’

‘Nessie!’

‘Do I get to see you both later?’

‘Yeeeeeessss.’

‘Liv, don’t stress. The thank-you baskets for Coleman and Pierce look amazing. There was a stuff-up when they gave us two standards instead of Coleman’s vegetarian option, but I threatened to turn their loved ones into pancetta and the replacement arrived within the hour. Ummm, what else? Venue’s set up. Staff look profesh. I’d go so far as to say we are A-okay.’

‘Really jazzed to hear the enthusiasm, Ness.’

‘Oh God. What do you need?’

‘First, I’m sorry. It’s all my fault. I’ve ruined everything.’

‘Okay …’

‘I forgot I need to buy Edie these ballet shoes, or we’ll get poverty-shamed. But Jai has this gaming thing, and the changes to the launch shrunk my timeframes.’

‘You want Barbara to take her shopping.’

‘Well …’

‘She can’t hear you, I’m at the venue.’

‘You know I love the Barbs, but she’s kind of old. If they ran away or anything?’

Heavy silence on the other end.

‘Is there any way I can drop them at the office with Barbara, you pick them up and take them for the shoes, then come back to the launch after?’

‘Oh, fuck,’ says Vanessa, then, ‘Whoops. Truck, muck, buck, cluck. I heard if you rhyme it quickly, they can’t tell which was the bad word.’

‘Fuck muck, fuck muck, fuck muck.’

‘I think that ship has sailed, Ness. I’m so sorry to do this to you. I’d go myself but I think it’s important Gerard sees my face when he arrives.’

‘No, yep, of course. Not your fault, it’s just a shiiiii—naughty situation.’

‘I’m genuinely sorry.’

‘I can be there in, like, forty?’

‘You are an actual lifesaver. I’ll send you details. And, just so you know, there’s a Bollinger in my desk I was going to give you for everything you did to make tonight happen. Take it as a thank-you for the shoes and I’ll grab you another.’

‘Don’t be surprised if it’s mysteriously empty when I get to the launch.’

‘You know wine-drunk-Vanessa is my favourite Vanessa. Love you.’

‘Yes, you fuuu-riggan do.’

I breathe. I still need to rush but as the tyres hit the M3’s smooth surface, some of the tension releases from my shoulders. The four lanes let me swerve among the thickening traffic, giving the illusion of momentum even if my progress is slow.

I feel guilty I’ve got away with it. Again. I stuffed up – forgot, failed, didn’t care enough – but through emotional blackmail and sheer rat cunning, others will step in to cover my arse. Vanessa will take it in stride, rearranging the million-point to-do list I gave her for the launch. Barbara will nod sagely, grab my hand in both of hers and offer me a cup of tea because I look stressed. I deserve the heavens to crash down around me. But they won’t.

The ease with which I absorb people into my chaos, without consequence, reinforces a theory of mine: That I am, in fact, a demon.

The year before I got pregnant with Edith, I lost a baby at eleven weeks. Even as the sadness tore me up, some part of me felt this was right and just. The spotting then bleeding, the rush to the hospital. The suck-me-into-my-navel dread. The whole time a little voice inside whispered, Of course.

After my examination, I was shifted from a bed in the ward to a chair in an office. In that blank, clinical room, a nurse braced her hands on her knees and told me what I already knew. What I’d felt hours ago.

As the news bent me double, Jai hugged me, his angle awkward from the chair beside me. His sobs shook me like electric shocks.

The voice elaborated, Of course you did this.

It didn’t matter how common people said it was in first pregnancies. Other women’s miscarriages were a statistic, mine was retribution. Comeuppance. My sins had caught up with me. The vengeful ghosts of my many victims, crawling inside to literally throttle the life out of me.

I was so sure of this, a year later, when embryo-Edith first appeared – tiny cells clustering as if clearing their throat – I didn’t trust the tests. As I pushed through trimesters, I’d spend hours, hand on abdomen, face melting with exhaustion, but never sleeping. Ruminating on the evil I’d done. Waiting for the punchline. I was an unholy vessel, after all. Anything this wonderful meant something proportionally horrible was on its way.

It got so bad, every belly flutter became an ill omen. When I threw up from morning sickness, I thought of The Exorcist. Cravings for juicy burgers and lamb chops became demands for blood sacrifice. Viewing a sonogram, most parents are thankful for ten fingers and toes – I was just glad she didn’t have a tail.

Then, Edie was born.

She was the first thing I got away with.

My evil had dissolved in Jai’s good to create something better than both of us. Something perfect and fine. From the moment they placed Edith on my chest, sticky with fluids, our umbilical connection draining clear, I knew she was an angel.

Those first few nights, I’d lie in the dark, cheeks hurting from secret smiles as I listened to her gurgles, chirps and whimpers. Her tiny lungs and lips finding the shape of every sound she’d make in life. I still didn’t sleep, but now it was because I couldn’t miss anything. Like that first time she looked at me. Big dark eyes not seeing a colostrum-smelling blob, but seeing me. Her mum. From here on, we were locked together. We could be pulled apart, and it would stretch and hurt, but we could never be separated.

Edith’s personality emerged like a polaroid developing. She was sweet and kind, but disappoint her and you’d be dead to her for hours. The first time she laughed, it widened my bones. I got a rush every time I walked in the door to Mummy’s home! Like I was Santa Claus and all the presents. She was wonderfully weird. Obsessed with tree bark, and oversized pillows, and her puffy blue jacket, and sand (but not dirt), and puddles, and baby chick feathers.

Then Leena came three years later and it happened again, just as strong. Because Leena was lovely, too, but also fearless. Her obsessions were furry blankets, and shadows, and her rainbow gumboots, and also puddles, and snakes (snakes!), and everything Edith did.

I don’t deserve them, even when they’re less than perfect. Like right now, when they’re whining about being hungry, despite the snacks right in front of them (But I don’t want those ones today!). Rattling doorhandles against child-locks the moment I park. Squirming so much I can’t unclip their car seats. Trying to break free of holding my hands. One pulling towards the park up the road as the other crosses and uncrosses her legs, yelling about needing to pee, So really bad, Mummy. Wrangling them up the external stairs leading to my office. Dragging one, carrying the other, who’s scrunching her crotch with her free hand as the toilet situation approaches critical mass. Stepping back in the stairwell to let a tall Black man pass. Smiling apologetically for the noise. Recognising his face and realising he isn’t moving down the stairs at all. He’s waiting. For me.

Body chilling. Air driving from my lungs. Edith squealing, ‘Ow, Mummy, you’re hurting me.’

The man stepping forward. ‘Hello, Annaliese.’

This is what I’ve been waiting for. This is what I deserve.





Chapter two

I met Jai on the same day I committed my very last murder. There’s a joke in there somewhere, about ending two men’s lives.

Booze made Nathan the Accountant chatty. He cornered me at Dante’s party and gave me his whole life story, as if getting it off his chest. ‘I was an artist first. Art school, the whole shebang. Lot of teachers praising my work too. My, um, oeuvre. But then over here were all these pretty zeroes twinkling.’ Apparently Nathan dropped out to steer the European expansion of his father’s accounting firm. ‘Yep. Yep. I sold my soul to the Devil.’

He was outgoing and had kept his looks into middle age, if you could ignore the fake tan. I might have been up for it. But it creeped me out the way he stared at me. Covetously, like a drug he’d been offered. And though he told his story with a wink, he was too drunk to hide his bitterness.

Honestly my first thought was: The Devil overpaid for you.

In this fantasy deal for his soul, Nathan gets an obscene salary and keys to the Madrid office, and Hell gets … what? The satisfaction of suppressing this dude’s ‘art’?

I don’t think so. If Satan exists, He’s a capitalist. Souls aren’t bought outright, they’re mortgaged. Leveraged. Afterpaid. It’s the interest that gets you.

And in truth, Nathan kept paying, every day of every year, after selling out. All that easy money making him reckless. His only creative outlet, his job.

He got creative, alright. Not cooking the books entirely, but warming them. Taking on clients he should have avoided. Going to their mobster parties and drinking too much whisky. Joking about financial irregularities he helped conceal.

Watching cold eyes narrow.

Nathan couldn’t trace the direct line between art school and the Scotch sweats he woke in. The panicked flight from his house, leaving wife and daughter behind. Driving all night through cobblestone hamlets with three-storey Zara outlets. Flopping into bed at some quaint B&B. The old kind, not through an app. Because Nathan was careful.

Not careful enough to use an ATM in a different town, though.

The bill for Nathan’s soul wasn’t settled until he woke to the lock’s faint click. Felt the sheet tighten across his chest like a rope.

Because the real price was my hand on his mouth. My razor pressing his Adam’s apple. His blood spraying the pillow.

Hey, that does look like art.

~

I burned the body, our clothes, shoes, the bed linen and any accompanying fibres in an industrial pottery kiln. The old potter had kind eyes and a furrowed smile and I couldn’t imagine how he’d got mixed up in this. Did his kindness switch off?

The razor I bleached and threw in a storm drain. I made it back to Madrid before the panic attack set in. My vision greying and skin turning clammy. I threw up in a flower bed outside Dante’s café.

The café entrance was shadowed by vines on a backstreet less than two blocks from Plaza Mayor. Stepping inside was always disorientating. Those old wooden rooms held history and romance – you could imagine Dalí shagging Hemingway against that very staircase – yet the furniture was tacky aluminium. And though delicious spiced and umami smells wafted from the kitchen, the food itself was bland.

Dante did this on purpose to keep customers down; his style was impeccable and the chef had a Michelin star.

I was ushered to a chair across from his desk in the darkened back room. Dante was a stocky man but hunched his shoulders more than necessary, as if the walls could barely contain him. He thumbed his bottom lip. ‘You took quicker than I thought.’

The urge to vomit was back and I kept my sentences short. ‘Couldn’t do the second one. Cops on the accountant’s car. Saw me dump the weapon. I lost them, but you should get someone else to finish.’

Dante steepled his fingers. Waited for his silence to take effect.

I imagined him practising this look in the mirror. I used to smoke pot with Valeria, our leggy contact for Bolivia, and we had a running gag about crime bosses learning these skills at corporate retreats: Well, that about covers Silent Menace, who can tell me the Three Ts of Turf Expansion?

Then Bolivia tried to slip fifty kilos of pre-cut into a shipment of raw, so Dante had Valeria beaten to death on video as … not a warning. A tax, maybe?

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You can have the accountant for free.’

His door guys were new and too close on my shoulder. The bald one opened his jacket slightly, asking: May I shoot this foreigner bitch, firing a gun, on your property, in the middle of the day, when customers saw her enter, after which we’ll have to clean up the mess? Newbies often being chosen for enthusiasm over intellect.

Dante shook his head.

He picked a scampi from his plate, sucked the fried garlic and salt off and bit in with the shell still on. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think I believe you, my darling.’ He licked the oil from his fingers. ‘If someone asked, I would guess there weren’t any cops. You know I hear things. I hear no one sees you around anymore. Except after jobs. After a job, you are in every bar in the city.’

‘Australians drink differently. We don’t know how to sip.’

Dante sipped his vermouth. ‘Maybe. But if someone asked, I would say you lost your stomach for the work.’ His cheeks puffed with a suppressed burp. ‘I’ve seen it happen. To the women more than men, but it happens.’

‘That’s not what this is.’

‘It is not as bad as you think, though, darling. It’s like, what’ —he rolled his hand— ‘montaña rusa?’

‘Roller-coaster.’

‘Fucking roller-coaster, yes. You kill a human the first time, you’re scared. Of course you are, it’s a big thing! You go to do it again, you ask, Will it be so hard? And it is, but for not so long. Then each time forward you feel other things. Sorry, angry, guilty. Excited sometimes. Eventually, it’s a job. Something on the list for today.’ He wagged a lecturing finger. ‘But some people go back. They think and think. People line up in their dreams, maybe? Faces in pain begging, “Why? No. Please.”’

He looked for confirmation. My limbs felt stuck to the chair.

‘I just don’t want you to think you are alone, Annaliese. I have felt these things too. Not a lot, but I know. And do you know why I’m telling you?’

He paused for an answer, enjoying himself. I shook my head.

‘I’m telling you because Dante knows the cure. The secret, my darling, is the next few jobs, you pick people who really deserve it. They have done things that offend you personally. So you burn something. Cut something off. Nose, ears, tits, whatever. Remind yourself how good it feels to settle a debt.’ He paused again to ensure I understood his threat, veiled as it was in cling wrap. ‘Your mind will change back.’

My relationship with Dante was a balancing act. He desired me, because he desired every woman in his orbit. But his ego needed me to want him too. Or at least to fake it. Most women played this part because they knew what he was: a violent, vindictive man who employed an army of violent, eager criminals.

He couldn’t pressure me, though. If I refused, he’d look weak – Dante’s world was full of gossiping jackals – and if I gave in, I’d show I was too soft to be effective in my job.

He’d still fuck me one day, of course. Dante denied himself nothing. But knowing it would burn everything down? That gave the act of self-control a tantric sweetness.

Until now.

I tried to swallow bile without showing it. ‘I told you, the cops were watching. But if you think I’ve got this problem, I’d be no good to you anyway. Just as likely to use the wrong end of the gun.’

He didn’t laugh. ‘My Annaliese, you are trying to make me say nice things about you. And, okay, you are good at this work. You have skills useful to me. Not unique, perhaps, but rare. A Spanish policeman suspects a Spanish woman of anything. But an Aussie?’

‘There are other foreigners—’

‘Most importantly, you are here in front of me. In my debt. I own you.’ He smiled, waiting again.

‘Not own. Not ever.’

He nodded. ‘Apologies, it’s probably my English. I just can see you feel emotional. But can you see how you make me feel? That you won’t complete the job we agreed on? The job I gave a large down payment for?’

‘You can have the money back.’

‘Your emotions carried you all this way, with bad news and nothing but a weak lie for hiding behind. When you know how I feel about lying. My darling, can you imagine what my emotions could make me do?’

He sat back, framed by the large glass-walled pantry behind him. Inside hung half-a-dozen legs of jamón ibérico. These specialty hams dangled in the windows of every restaurant precinct in the country, wearing their stockings of fat. They were an enticement. It made no commercial sense to store them back here. But in that room, knowing what you knew about Dante, they transformed. Instead of smoky cured meat, you saw skinned flesh. Realised those pigs lived every day unaware they were born for the butcher’s hook.

‘If I do this, it has to be the last one.’

‘We’ll see, my darling.’

~

I walked the city in a daze. The late-afternoon sun glared off polished cutlery and serviette dispensers and baked the tourists queuing for tourist traps. No one seemed bothered I was on death row.

I ended up in this little place in barrio Malasaña. I’d passed it regularly but never entered. Stand-up tables and a wraparound bar full of loud late-twenties professionals. The shelves were lined with spirits and liqueurs from all over the world, but everyone drank house wine or Estrella beer.

I ordered two double Martin Miller’s and tonics to start. Part of me hoped that, with enough alcohol, the job could be done on autopilot. I’d fall into one of those homicidal blackouts that are all the rage in true-crime documentaries, and wake up having done the deed.

Because failing that, I couldn’t do it.

At first, killing for money had felt like evolution. I’d smashed the Ten Commandments and chiselled my own rules onto the tablets’ broken edges. Violent criminals only. Eighteen and over. Women had to really deserve it. I’d elevated myself above society’s norms to operate at a primal level. I was sculpting myself into something pure.

But ask a block of marble how it feels about sculpture? And I wasn’t sandpapering edges, darling, I was hacking chunks. Not all big. The Arms Dealer took a fingernail. The Sex Trafficker barely skinned my knee. The Mother of Three, though?

Because rules bent. And broke. It wasn’t as if there was a kind of person I hadn’t killed back in the army, just that now it was intentional. Up close. And the contracts were so big they must have done something to deserve it. Even if I couldn’t for the life of me see what.

Keeping my morals among the villains I knew was like following a compass wrapped in magnets. They had no concept of lines you didn’t cross. Things you couldn’t come back from.

Either the other hitters were wired differently or they’d worked out how to shut off their physiology. The heart palpitations. Nausea. Insomnia. Maybe they didn’t sweat?

Or did being freelance make me different? Everyone in Dante’s organisation could still claim they were just following orders. It was chain of command. Murder within a corporate struc—

‘I’m flying to Sydney on Saturday, actually.’

I looked up from my fourth G&T at the man leaning against the bar. He was brown-skinned, with an athletic build and coils of black hair hanging foppishly near his eyes. His handsomeness was obvious, especially to him, and he wore this cheeky look I’d learn to call his six-drink smile.

‘Because of your accent,’ he added.

‘I’d made the connection, thank you.’

‘Look. I don’t want to be that guy bothering a woman who just wants to drink. And you really don’t want to be that woman … And I’m realising I have become both that guy and the guy pointing at an Australian person saying, “Australian!” So. Cards on the table, I’d love to fund your next round.’

‘Fund?’

‘Finance?’ Then, inspired: ‘Sponsor! Since I’m leaving in a few days, you can choose whether that’s simple generosity from a super-hot foreigner you’ll never see again’ —a deep smirk, then a hand to his chest— ‘or I sit down, and we share what brief moments we have, comparing notes as strangers in a strange land?’

At the time, his accent still had touches of Punjabi, faint enough that you had to lean in to catch them. This was a choice, because his family had migrated to Toronto when he was three. Jaideep used his background to great effect on women like me. His whole schtick was successful. Progressive and safe yet laced with flirtation.

Normally I’d have loved bursting his bubble. That night was different, though. I was trapped elsewhere, but here was a choice I could make. A role I could play.

‘With so many Aussies available soon, shouldn’t you fuck Spanish women while you have the chance?’ I tapped my chin as if thinking hard. ‘Or maybe you see an Australian woman in Spain as some kind of sexual Google Translate?’

His smile widened, boyish. ‘Oh, I think you’ll find I’m pretty bilingual.’

The sex was fantastic. At first in an obvious, adrenalised way. Being caught between committing a murder I was physically incapable of and my own death by torture put me in a reckless, I wonder what happens if I slip my finger in here? mood. But somewhere around four in the morning that animal thing hit my stomach. What people call butterflies, but I suspect was closer to moths attacking a dusty light globe.

I realised Jai was a good man. He was kind in a way that felt deliberate, as if he’d read think pieces on the subject. Soft, and conscious of not taking up more than his share of space, but without being a pushover. And he listened. The backstory of my time in Spain was practised bullshit I’d used for years (Left the army a lost soul; PR degree in Barcelona to pass the time; met a boy; bailed on him and uni, but I’ve been very faithful to tapas and tinto de verano *wry snicker*), yet I found myself going back over the details as Jai delved deeper or called back specifics.

Best of all, he was easy to be around. I wasn’t watching my back. He was calm, good-natured and funny. Ten per cent less funny than he thought, but that was still funnier than most.

By 8am, unslept, teetering into a hangover and conscious of morning breath, I had a plan. I played up the seismic shift I’d felt. Acted like Jai’s penis was my missing puzzle piece. I marvelled, hesitant yet wide-eyed, at the romance of it all. The freak convergence of timelines that had brought us together. Skin to skin. I told him that I hadn’t mentioned this earlier, but I was heading back to Australia too. Next week, though. Only I’d hoped to rent a car and check out France and Germany first, flying out of Hamburg. But I was, of course, a girl, travelling alone. And if I was killed by an international torture-porn ring, I’d never hear the end of it from Dad.

And listen. Would it be totally crazy if … I know it’s stupid, but what if you swapped your flight? I don’t mean we’d be anything. Just two people having independent, concurrent European adventures. And if we hate each other by the end, we could still get seats one apart on the plane, so no strangers take the middle and we get an extra half a spot each for free.

Dante would expect me to run alone.

Jaideep’s eyes sparkled with all those stories he pretended he was too cynical for. Talky, independent films about whirlwind trysts in foreign lands. Books he’d read as a child. About pirates, knights and superheroes. Damsels in distress.

Not that I could act superior. I’d given him my real name.

‘Don’t bullshit me, Olivia,’ he said, grinning. ‘Every guy knows that plane trick just means I get half a seat, while you lie across all three.’





Chapter three

‘Girls, go inside.’

‘Mummy—’

‘Edith, now, please.’

I keep my voice clear but soft. My office is in a mixed-use building and sounds can carry to the apartments or off the open stairwell to the street below. Yelling, crying, screaming will bring witnesses. Witnesses narrow his options.

‘Go see what treats Barbara has for you, darling. She’ll take you to the toilet.’

‘Treats, treats!’ says Leena.

Edith slaps the door in time to ‘Bar-ba-ra, we’re he-re.’

Keeping my eyes on Takunda, I open up and guide the girls in. He’s watching me with them curiously, like we’re in the opening minutes of a film and he’s still learning the world. I lock the door. Keep my hands out from my body to show I’m not reaching for a weapon.

With a flick, I throw my keys over the railing, into the garden bushes below. The door is solid, and will bear at least two noisy kicks before breaking. Anything to slow him down once he’s done whatever Dante sent him to do.

Takunda glances at the bushes. Back at me.

‘You don’t have to do it here,’ I say. ‘I’ll go anywhere you want.’

His eyes narrow.

‘They’re three and six. They won’t remember you.’

Barbara’s voice carries through the door. ‘Everything alright, Olivia? Did it lock on you?’ The handle rattles. She parts the blinds to peer out. ‘Olivia?’

Takunda smiles and waves to her, whispering through his teeth. ‘No one wants your bookkeeper calling the authorities, Annaliese.’

Making it clear he knows who Barbara is. That somewhere there is a file. Encrypted texts or emails. A directive on who, what, where, when, how. It’s a bad sign I saw him at all. No two to the back of the head for Annaliese. Dante has some special atrocity in mind.

‘Barbara, this is Bryan. A friend from uni.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ says Takunda. His accent is even more muddled than when I knew him. A consequence of growing up in Zimbabwe before his other lives in Zambia, Mozambique, South Africa, England, Greece, Spain.

Barbara waves back uncertainly. ‘Could you give me a sec?’ I say.

She nods and retreats from the blinds. But her silhouette stays by the window. Takunda sees it too.

‘She’s old,’ I say. ‘Not good with faces. No one here will remember you.’

His back is to the stairs leading to the top floor. Could I rush him? Spin and tip him downstairs, to crack his head on a concrete corner?

Reading my silence, Takunda steps further away from the drop. The idea of overpowering him was a fantasy anyway. His dress pants and loose grey hoodie make it hard to tell if he’s the fighter he used to be, but for years my exercise regime has focused on Dominate this impending muffin top, not Dominate a professional killer who outweighs me by fifty kilos. As an extra humiliation, every thought through my head is a cliché. Begging. Pleading. Talking about my children. Words I know will come out hollow.

‘Just tell me they’re not part of it. I won’t run or fight, but tell me they’re safe.’

His voice is stone. ‘Now I know that, would you believe me?’

‘I’ll get rid of them. We can go somewhere. Talk until they’re clear.’

‘Now, she wants to talk?’ He smiles again, but where his fake smile was full of disarming cheer, this is wolfish.

‘I just want to save my kids.’

‘Not your husband, though?’

I squash my anger. ‘Any history you and I have is about me, Takunda, not them.’

‘So we agree I don’t owe you favours?’

‘Fuck you.’ It comes out before I can stop it. Acid on both words. I can’t bring myself to apologise so stay mute. 

Takunda studies me. ‘You have one minute. I’ll keep your phone, tell the bookkeeper nothing.’

~

I lead him to this horrible new bar in Abbotsford, fifteen minutes’ walk from the office. Bright lights and Ikea art. Vanessa and I reckon the owners only got the confidence to open after attending a life coach’s seminar, so decorated it like a convention centre in tribute. But it’ll give Barbara time to take the girls to the place with the lychee jelly, a Malaysian restaurant three suburbs away. I had her tell Vanessa to head back to the launch too. Ness will be pissed, and have questions, but with Takunda listening I couldn’t give an excuse he might think was a code or warning.

I also hoped Hoddle Street’s choking peak-hour traffic might keep me alive. Multiple witnesses to any murder and a slow escape for masked kidnappers in unmarked vans. We’re half a block down – Takunda ten steps behind – when I realise how dull my instincts are. The old ‘killer’ me would have realised that this gridlock creates opportunities, not restrictions. A motorbike could lane-split the still cars and have easy access to multiple freeways. Even a lone shooter on a bicycle could sprint to Yarra Bend Park, disappearing among the gum trees and limited CCTV.

On the edge of my vision, a thin brick tower pokes above the buildings. The fucking thing looks like medieval siege protection. I didn’t know what it was when I bought the office space (and liked the mystery!) but Jai looked it up. It’s an old-fashioned shot tower. Where they used to make bullets. A soaring middle finger to my peaceful fresh start.

We enter the bar and Takunda takes a table near the door, easing into a chair. ‘You look the same.’

Liar. I hover by the chair opposite. ‘What are you going to do with me?’

He motions me to sit. I do as I’m told.

Takunda and I never worked together. So much of that job was about blending in, and a five-foot-eight white woman and six-foot-three Black man are rarely invisible in the same crowd. But Dante kept his circles tight, watching each other and knowing we were watched. Takunda and I partied. Got friendly. Close, even. He once told me he got his training Working for the government. Which government, he wasn’t forthcoming about. A lot of car accidents, he’d say with a wink, the opposition ministers’ drivers were astoundingly unlucky. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he moved to the UK to study. But the money, or bad friendships, lured him back, this time freelancing.

As a killer, I knew him only based on how others treated him. Reverence, even from the racists. People who weren’t impressed by murderers were impressed by Takunda.

The waitress comes over. I wave off the cocktail menu and order a lemonade. Takunda holds his fingers up, Two please.

That’s a surprise. If Takunda is sober, he must’ve put half Madrid’s bars and dealers into a recession. God help me if he’s become one of those ascetic, samurai types. You can’t reason with a zealot.

‘Please. My daughters have nothing to do with this.’

‘I couldn’t believe it the first time I saw you,’ he says, like I never spoke. ‘Three weeks ago, I’m being driven around the Dandenong Ranges and: my God! You were picking up your daughter from a day-care centre. Picket fence and rainbows on the walls. Like something off Sesame Street. Can you imagine?’

‘I’ll do whatever you want—’

I break off as the waitress brings our lemonades. Two squirts of post-mix over three lime wedges and ice. Takunda mashes his limes with his straw. ‘You shouldn’t even be in Australia, Annaliese. That was reckless.’ He wags his finger. Pauses. ‘Or do you prefer “Olivia”?’ Thinks on it. ‘I don’t.’

The utensil canister is right there. I could jab a fork in his eye? Run out through the kitchen, in case he has someone watching the front?

But if the symptoms hit me like they used to? Anvils on my chest. The sky compressing and collapsing. I can already feel an attack bubbling below the surface. Panic, sweat and loose limbs. I’d have one chance to stab him. What if I missed?

‘When I saw you, I almost grabbed the wheel from my friend. Then I thought about it. With your little one there, you must be in the area. And, sure enough, two days ago: My Liese. At the supermarket, choosing a roast chicken in that careful way of yours. I bet you got the best one there.’

Why is he so relaxed? My mind shifts again, analysing the situation through a hunter’s eyes. It was too easy convincing him to let the girls go. He’d never let Barbara drive off with his leverage like that. No. Someone is watching Edith and Leena right now. Or has them already, bound hand and foot. Jai too. That unmarked van, speeding to an isolated, soundproof location.

‘You want to act like we have history? Tell me what Dante has planned.’ Gritting my teeth to say again, ‘Please.’

His pout looks comical on someone so big. ‘I always thought we were close, even if you say we weren’t. We had a connection.’

‘We used to fuck, Takunda. I remember.’

The change in my voice sits him back.

‘Is that what you want to hear? That I pine for you, after all these years? I was off my head most of that time, so I honestly don’t remember. Look, if Dante told you to scare me, congratulations, I’m petrified. But just so you know? I always thought dudes who did this cat-playing-with-the-trapped-mouse shit were pathetic. The job is a job, not your fucking kink.’

Takunda raises his eyebrows. He leans in to take a long sip of his drink, nodding to himself as if it’s a point worth meditating on.

His expression melts and he laughs, clapping his hands and jabbing his finger at me. ‘Finally! My Liese is still in there. I was worried you’d become as soft as me.’

‘Stop fucking around and tell me what’s happening.’

His brow furrows. ‘There’s nothing to tell. I’m not here to hurt you, we’re catching up.’ He reaches out to pat my hand reassuringly.

I wrench my arm back. People at the next table look over.

Takunda’s frown deepens. ‘It’s a joke. I saw you when I was driving with my friend. Thought I’d have some fun. Tell me you haven’t lost your sense of humour?’

I stay still, unsure what to do with my body. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Crazy I saw you, though, right? The universe is talking to us, Liese.’

The world shrinks and pulls away, like an old television switching off. I wait for his smile to twist back. To reveal this is another level of sadism and – ha, ha – he’ll be butchering us after all.

He cocks his chin. ‘I got out roughly eighteen months after you, I think. I took anything and everything back then, so those first years are blurry. Then I just wandered around. But I haven’t killed anything, human or animal, for over four years.’

Takunda is telling the truth. He isn’t here to gut or torture everyone I love. He’s played a prank. Salt in my coffee or tying my laces together.

The attack hits me in a crash. My hands tremble. Breath staccato. Blood coursing with adrenalin, fear and stale distress. There’s rage too, of course. A boundless, scorched-earth fury. But that waits in the background. Caged in my chest while my nervous system deals with the immediate stimuli.

‘You never asked why I was in the Hills,’ he says.

My chair scrapes the tiles, tipping with a clatter as I rush for the door.

‘Liese?’

I’ve barely reached the footpath when it hits again, harder. The bar felt claustrophobic but the outside world is dizzyingly big. Air sour with exhaust fumes and old piss. My eyes are full of tears. The shaking has taken over my whole body now. People are staring.

‘Liese, I’m sorry, okay?’

I squat to the concrete. Then fold onto my side, propping myself up with one hand. This still doesn’t feel sturdy enough and I scoot back until I reach the wall, burying my face in my hands. My guts are a closed fist. The oxygen won’t sink lower than my throat.

Pick five items.

Street bench. Traffic light. That off-centre brick. Car tyre. Garbage bin.

‘Come on, Liese, I’m sorry. I think maybe I was just angry at you, you know? You disappeared. I missed you! But you’re right, I shouldn’t have done it.’

Bench. Light. Brick. Tyre. Bin.

‘Are you okay?’ A female voice. Close in front of me.

Bench. Light. Brick. Tyre. Bin.

Breathe it out.

‘Hey? Are you alright?’ The woman rubs my arm. I flinch away.

‘Liese, I’m sorry.’

‘Mate, just back off, alright?’ Another voice. Male. Aggressive.

‘Brother, I’m just helping my friend here, I promise you.’

‘Doesn’t look too fucking helpful, does it?’

‘I just need to talk to her—’

‘Don’t fucking come at me, mate!’

‘Ryan, be careful.’

‘My friend, please. I was just—’

‘I said stay right fucking there. Don’t make me hurt you, cunt.’

I picture the ensuing fight. The scrapping bodies and stunned eyewitnesses. Red and blue lights flashing.

A garbled sound rises from my belly. No or Don’t. I paw the woman aside, a blur of power suit and heels. Takunda has his palms raised, showing he isn’t a threat. A short twenty-something white guy in a suit squares up in front of him. ‘Becca, call the cops.’

‘No,’ I say, clearer now.

I crawl to my feet and stumble over. Grab Takunda’s arm and yank him onwards. As I stagger away, the Suit calls after me, ‘You don’t have to stay with him, you know.’

I power down a side street. Juddering steps, no coordination, knees bending wrong. A drunk on a mission to get home. We come out near a train station and I turn onto the footpath, scattering a group of girls in school uniform. Mumble an apology. I let go of Takunda and stalk down the road.

‘Liese, I’m sorry, alright? It was wrong. I was being cruel.’

‘Don’t you’ —swallowing vomit— ‘ever come near me.’

I reach a petrol station. Cling to its fence and drop my head to focus on the blackened globs of chewing gum fused to the concrete.

Takunda catches up. ‘Okay. You’re okay. Breathe. In for four seconds, out for eight. Smell the flowers, blow out the birthday candles.’

I glare at him.

His expression becomes sheepish. ‘I get them too. Used to. You know the trick about counting items?’

‘Fuck off.’ Chewing gum. Bowser. Number plate. Manhole. Entry sign.

‘I’ve found something better, though, I think. That’s why I’m in the Hills.’

Chewing gum. Bowser. Number plate. Manhole. Entry sign.

‘I’m on exchange, visiting the monastery here. Liese, I’m becoming a monk.’

I peer at him.

‘Yeah. A Buddhist monk. Robe and everything. With all the harm we did, I needed to make sense of—’

‘Oh, fuck no.’ I push off the fence and lurch back towards Hoddle Street. Takunda grabs at my wrist. I yank away again. ‘Touch me and I swear I’ll scream.’

‘Just talk to me.’

I stumble towards the office. Will we have to move? Can I run again?

‘Liese, I need to ask you something.’

I’m twenty metres from the lights. Pedestrians cluster, ready to cross. I’m already looking for gaps in the slow but steady traffic, weighing up the risk of waiting versus the risk of getting run over.

‘Tell me how you live with it?’ Takunda yells, his sentence cracking in the middle.

I turn back. His palms are out. A lost little boy needing bus fare.

‘I’ve been watching you for days. Normal family. Normal job. When I see you, I get this jealousy like—’ His fists clench and he snarls.

Two burly guys in high-vis vests are watching us from the street corner.

Eyeing them, Takunda relaxes again. He steps closer to me
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