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M
other didn’t bother finding out my sex, 
so sure she was that I was a boy. ‘Gave 
a kick like a ginger hare in a ferret’s 
mouth,’ she told me once at Christmas,  
saluting with her empty scotch tumbler. 

‘Near broke me ribs.’ As she laughed, the smoke from her 
Winnie Blues choked the tiny square kitchen.

The next time she brought up my mannish appearance 
was at Esther’s engagement. Esther was like a doll in her 
embroidered dress, mahogany hair hanging in silky ten-
drils around her narrow neck. Mother leaned close and 
whispered in my ear, ‘Chalk and cheese,’ while adjusting 
the silk straps of my top, flattening the frills over my 
broad, shapeless shoulders. ‘Like sisters from different 
fathers.’ Her laugh smelt of old wood.

Later that night, it took two blokes from the Caltex to 
carry her limp body to Daryl’s ute and then the three of 
us – me, Daryl and Esther – to guide her down the gravel 
driveway and into bed. It’s a wonder Daryl agreed to 
marry me three months later, for it would not be the first 
or last time he’d have to hear jokes about my shoulders, 
or carry Mother to bed.

The first time Daryl and I had sex was not long after we 
first met and three months before Esther’s engagement. 
He would buy payroll books for his old man’s joinery 
business at the newsagent in Mount Barker where I used 
to work – the only place he could get the ones that had 
a spot to record sick leave. He would make the same 
joke about our infuriatingly slow EFTPOS machine 
giving him more time to talk to ‘the lovely lady behind 
the counter’. I’d laugh politely every time, waiting for 
the cruel bruise of the punchline. But it never came and 
a couple of weeks later, while waiting for a restock on 
payroll books, Daryl asked me to dinner at the Charles-
ton, which ended with an extremely long and inventive 
bonk in the back of his ute in the shadowy car park. I 
remember the look on Daryl’s face as he hiked up his 
jeans and wiped the sweat off his brow into his receding 
hairline. It was one of pleasant surprise. The same pleas-
ant surprise I was experiencing at the fact that balding 
Daryl had lasted so long.

Six months later, three months after Esther’s perfect 
wedding and the champagne maid-of-honour dress I’d 

forced, like a sheep intestine, around my bulky sausage 
self, I began to feel a tug in my stomach, a strange hooked 
sensation as though my bellybutton had been tied a 
little higher. And only a few weeks after my bellybutton 
tightened, the heaving and retching each morning began. 
I was so in denial that I let the first trimester pass before 
I told Daryl. It was a wonder he didn’t already know with 
the constant stench of sick in the toilet.

 Hence our hasty marriage at the Woodside Uniting 
Church in the frigid depths of winter. Small and 
intimate, just Mother, Esther and Denny. It was the first 
time in years I’d seen the old lady without a cigarette in 
her hand. Daryl’s family sent apologies from Melbourne. 
I found their letters in the mailbox some weeks later.

And so it was. Elaine Judith Chambers that morning, 
I became Elaine Judith White by night. Mother couldn’t 
quite believe both her daughters were married – and to 
respectable men, a chemist and a farmer, at that.

My baby didn’t kick like a rabbit, or threaten to break 
my ribs like I’d done to Mother. Rosanna Judith White 
slipped into the world without warning, just as the 
season wobbled into an early, unseasonably hot spring. 
Everything was happening too soon. We hadn’t yet 
assembled her cot, or painted her walls. There were a 
dozen things Daryl had to get in order on the farm. And 
I wanted to knit a baby blanket.

We weren’t allowed to take her home for weeks, and 
in those weeks I wore down the waiting room floor and 
spent our cash in the vending machine like it was the 
pokies. While Daryl prepared the crops for one of the 
driest summers expected to come, the nurse gave me 
the good news. Rosanna could go home. I’d already 
prepared for the worst and so had to get her to repeat 
herself.

‘She’s going to be fine, Elaine. She’s growing strong 
and healthy. You can take her home now.’

But the nurse was wrong. My baby wasn’t healthy or 
strong. Rosanna was very sick. Wouldn’t make a sound 
even when I poked and prodded her with the bottle, or 
withdrew my breast too soon. She wouldn’t tell me when 
she was tired, hungry, hot, or had shit her nappy to high 
hell. Daryl thought she must be an angel sent from God 
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for his hard work on the farm. I told him he hadn’t been 
to confession since he was a boy for a reason, and that 
shut him up.

Tonight is one of those sweltering evenings where inside 
is hotter than out, so I take Rosanna onto the porch to 
get some air. Our sunset-facing weatherboard house 
gets a gentle dose of westerlies if you time it right and 
know just where to stand. The swaying gum at the end 
of our drive casts flickering shadows. A desert-pink 
sunset makes my baby’s pale face blush-pinched, and 
her father’s fine blonde hair shine a strawberry tinge 
like mine.

A deep calm settles over me for the first time since 
I brought Rosanna home and I sink into the deck chair 
with a sigh. Rosanna, as usual, lies limp and soundless 
in my arms and I begin to drift to the featherlight touch 
of the wind against my bare ankles and face. Daryl 
should be back from Esther and Denny’s soon. He’s been 
helping them with renos on their house, sometimes stays 
the night. Forgets to call. I’ve stopped nagging because it 
only puts him in a thunderous mood.

Suddenly, I wake to deathly silence and the dark of 
night, spotlighted by a gibbous moon. The gentle breeze 
is gone and my arms are crooked at odd angles and 
sweat-soaked. I glance around for Daryl but his ute isn’t 
back in the drive. Rosanna stirs in my arms. Only then 
do I remember she’s there.

Her blanket has rearranged itself during our sleep 
and the pink frill has fallen over her face. I draw it back 
and near drop her in fright, as her eyes are wide open – 
pale blue in the moonlight – and she’s smiling at me. Her 
wispy hair, in the light of the moon, now seems almost 
white and her pale skin too pale to be warm.

‘Hey now, go back to sleep,’ I whisper, bouncing her 
gently in my arms and making shushing noises between 
my teeth despite the fact she still hasn’t made a sound. 
But she will not stop smiling. And now she’s looking past 
me as if I’m not there.

‘Shhh … Shhh …’
A large mosquito hovers closer, its heavy legs drag-

ging, its proboscis groping towards the white expanse of 
my baby’s cheek. Landing with a satisfied hum, it begins 
to feed.

Slap. My hand shoots out, leaving a dark, bloody 
streak across Rosanna’s skin and three paler pink marks 
where my fingers leave their sting. Rosanna’s smile 
disappears. She closes her wide blue eyes and begins to 
make the wretched sound pigs make when they’re about 
to be slaughtered.

I’m so busy trying to shush the baby that by the time 
I see the swarm, it’s almost upon us. Thank Christ I left 
the screen door ajar, because I might not have had the 
sense of mind to work the handle.

Mosquitoes, a black storm cloud of them, rush the 
porch, blocking moonlight, wings beating a sound 
like static, angry humming becoming murderously 
loud. Once inside, I can hear the pebble bulk of their 
bodies battering the windows and doors, catching on 
the thin wire mesh of the flyscreen. I run to the nursery 
and try to call Daryl on the landline but it gives the 
usual flat dial tone that tells me it’s connected to the 
internet. Worse still, the mobile has no service inside 
our house. The only live spot is on the porch and I’m 
certainly not about to go back out into that bloodsucking 
storm.

Rosanna is still screeching and I don’t know what 
to do. So I tear the decorative drapes from the curtain 
rod and climb into her cot, wrapping the sheer white 
material around us like a cocoon and using the cot’s 
support beams as a frame. I try to think what Mother 
would’ve done – the mother we knew before she got 
sick. Countless times she’d had to protect me or Esther 
from a brown snake in the house, and fashion games 
out of kitchen implements during that summer of 
multiple blackouts. Even when there was nothing that 
could be done, she always seemed to know what to do. 
Once, during my teenage years, she found me inconsol-
able in bed. She flipped me onto my back and massaged 
my scalp. Her deft fingers had put me into a trance 
enough to send me to sleep.

So that’s what I do with Rosanna now. As I run my 
fingers through the fine tufts of her hair, tracing random 
patterns over her scalp, her screams begin to fade. Even-
tually, the mosquitoes retreat with the first light of dawn 
and the two of us fall into an exhausted sleep, though 
Rosanna’s mouth still blowfishes in the absence of her 
screams.

By lunchtime, Daryl’s still not back home and I 
worry what will happen to us if he doesn’t come home 
by next sundown. I suppose I should be worried about 
his whereabouts. But I’ve never been one to live up to 
supposition. I mean, I was supposed to be a boy, and we 
all know how that turned out.

So I snatch the spare keys off the hook in the kitchen 
and head for the Honda in the shed, hoping it will start. 
Rosanna bounces in my arm. We gun it for town.
‘There’s something wrong with my baby,’ I tell the  
fresh-faced paediatrician with Country Road glasses: 
Dr Charlotte Jones. She looks much too young to be a 



79

MOTHER

doctor or to know what it means to be a mother. And it 
seems my proclamation has confused her, judging by the 
deep furrow of her brow.

I point to the large, swollen mosquito bite on  
Rosanna’s cheek – a bright red blot on her now greyish 
complexion. It’s a wonder she got away with just one. 
The size of it tells me she must be allergic. ‘The mos-
quitoes were after her like I never seen,’ I say slowly and 
clearly. ‘Must be something in her blood. And besides, 
she’s too pale to be healthy. Screams like a banshee for 
no reason, then sleeps like an angel when she should be 
hungry or has had a dose of diarrhoea.’

Of course, Rosanna’s smiling all charming now, 
blinking up at Dr Jones like they’re in some conspiracy 
together. The fresh-faced doctor takes Rosanna’s blood 
pressure and temperature, pokes and prods, then writes 
a number in her notepad. ‘Mrs White. Your baby’s fine. 
She’s growing strong and healthy. You have nothing to 
worry about.’

‘But what about the bite?’ I say, pointing again to 
Rosanna’s cheek. ‘She allergic?’

White condensation appears behind Dr Jones’ glasses. 
‘Mrs White, I’m not sure I understand what you’re refer-
ring to, but Rosanna hasn’t been bitten. She’s fine. You 
have nothing to worry about.’

I’m about to give the young lady a piece of my mind 
when the door opens and a tight-bunned receptionist 
appears. ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she says. ‘But your 11 am is 
here and I think it’s urgent.’ Child-screams siren through 
the open door from the waiting room. Both women turn 
to look at me expectantly. I decide I don’t need a dumb 
graduate girl to tell me what’s right and wrong about 
my Rosanna. So, I stride past them both, making sure 
to clip Country Road with the curve of my bellbottom 
sleeve as I pass.

Denny’s chemist is empty – as it has been since the bright 
yellow Discount Pharmacy opened across the street. My 
sister sits at the counter beside a squeaky stand-up fan, 
arranging a dozen red and gold baubles in a Christmas 
wicker basket. Her dark hair, in a ponytail, sticks to her 
neck. I unload an armful of mosquito coils onto the 
counter in front of her, along with a fresh new dummy, 
Stingose and a big bottle of calamine lotion.

‘Where’s Rosie?’ she says, without looking up.
‘Sleeping.’ I nod over my shoulder to where the 

Honda is parked in the shadiest spot I could find, 
window cracked. I turn back to the counter and point 
to the baubles. ‘Festive.’

My sister shrugs. ‘All the other shops are doing it.’

Esther shoves my purchases into a much-too-small 
plastic bag and holds out her hand for my credit card. 
While we wait for the receipt to print, I look around for 
something to say. ‘How are the renos going? Daryl said 
it’s been a big job, lots of late nights.’

‘What would Daryl know about our renos?’ Esther 
scoffs. ‘You think Denny and I have enough money for 
shit like that?’ She thrusts the credit card and receipt into 
my hand. ‘You come in here to buy shit you don’t need 
on Daryl’s credit card while Rosanna bakes in the heat. 
You taking the piss? Big Lanie?’

I leave through the sliding doors which take three 
approach attempts to register my presence before 
opening. Hot air and about a dozen blowies take my 
place in Denny’s shop.

Daryl doesn’t come home that day and by the time night 
threatens to fall, I’m half deranged from the smiling tone 
of his message-bank voice. ‘G’day, Dazza here. I’m proba-
bly outta range at the moment. Leave a message.’

Rosanna is screaming again and I’ll be damned if I 
wait around for the mosquitoes to come back. So I strap 
her bassinet into the back seat of the Honda, light a 
mozzie coil and stuff it into the ash tray. We head for the 
old lady’s house on Church Road. I must’ve got it wrong, 
I think. Daryl must’ve said he was helping Mother out 
around the house. Not Denny and Esther. I bet Mother’s 
got him cleaning out the gutters or something.

As I make my way up Mother’s drive, I hear the ‘Up 
Late Game with Hotdogs’ is on full volume. She always 
puts it on when she’s down at the pub getting pissed in 
order to confuse me and Esther should we happen to 
swing by. No sign of Daryl. I do two loops of Harrogate 
Road just to make sure before turning home. By the time 
I hit the crunch and grind of our winding gravel drive-
way, Rosanna is asleep. The mosquitoes are nowhere 
to be seen. I make a mental note to ask Mother about 
Daryl. Exhaustion convinces me to worry about it all 
later.

Turns out driving is the only thing that keeps the mozzies 
away and mutes that damn child’s screeching once she 
starts. Two nights ago, our midnight cruise led us to the 
Caltex in Woodside where Mother used to claim her free 
car wash on Saturdays using coupons on the back of her 
Woolies receipts. As a kid, I used to beg to come along 
for the ride just so I could sit in adrenaline-fuelled terror 
while the large rubber brushes whipped the bird shit and 
scud from the Volvo, white suds going brown as they 
moved from bonnet to boot with a deafening roar.
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Yesterday, we drove the hour-twenty roundtrip to 
Oakbank and down the dark, ditchy Monkhouse Lane to 
where Esther and I did group crèche instead of kinder-
garten and where one of the Haighborough boys showed 
me his Rick Johnson.

Tonight, we drive past the bottle-o where Mother 
used to use her twenty per cent Woolies employee dis-
count to buy two-for-one cask wine boxes and packs of 
Marlboros and then, later, Winnie Blues after her store 
discount got dropped to five per cent. I’m so distracted 
with the memory of Mother blasting old Nick Turtan, 
owner and manager, for robbing her of her hard-earned 
cash and threatening to shove a cigarette into the petrol 
tank of his brand new HiLux, that I drive straight past 
Daryl’s faded blue ute in the carpark. I slow to a stop, 
look around, and there he is, exiting the bottle-o, slow 
as a sun-drunk lizard, a sixpack in one arm, and a high-
heeled strawberry tart in the other.

When Daryl finally comes home, he kicks off his shoes, 
cracks open a tinny and puts on the Ashes. I bounce 
Rosanna in my arms as the English bowler shines up 
the ball on his trousers, blinking away sweat. The com-
mentator says something about the pitch cracking from 
the dry. The springs beneath Daryl’s arse sag more than 
usual.

Daryl downs the first beer then calls out to me for 
another as he crushes the first in his fist. When I don’t 
answer, he squeaks around in his chair. ‘Love?’

You can take your Victoria Bitter and shove it up your 
fat, lying arse, I want to say. Instead, I hand him Rosanna 
in place of a beer. He stills in his seat, nostrils flaring. 
‘You been smoking, love?’

I glare. ‘You having a laugh?’ After I seen what it’s 
done to the old lady, for all Daryl’s sins, this is what 
makes me want to hurl him across the room.

His smile is thin as he turns back to the TV, bolstering 
Rosanna on his knee and making whinnying noises, to 
which Rosanna blows salivary bubbles. As a Carlton 
Draught ad interrupts the game, he turns to me and 
says, ‘Town council meeting tomorrow evening. Best if 
we go together.’

‘I thought it’s not till next week.’
‘It’s been moved forward.’

Daryl makes me sit in the back seat – the front seatbelt 
clip being broken. The sun shines low and blinding as 

we drive down Onkaparinga Road to the town meeting. 
Parched yellow farmland stretches out in electric fence 
squares. The only thing that moves between them is 
tumbleweed – and even that seems unable to escape the 
vast dryness on its journey from one paddock to the next 
and back again, lost in circles.

When I ask Daryl why we’re taking the scenic route, 
he squeezes the steering wheel and says between gritted 
teeth. ‘How about I do the driving.’

I fold the hem of my Sunday-best dress. The tone in 
his voice reminds me of someone, I can’t think who, and 
it makes me want to grab the steering wheel and drive 
us straight into the nearest tree. Rosanna sleeps next to 
me, limp as a rag doll, the baby chair seatbelt keeping 
her upright.

The trip down Monkhouse Road is the same as 
always – swerve to avoid the old gum out the front of 
Lot 1, slow down for the pot hole at Lot 2 (or lose your 
bumper) and, finally, prepare for the breathtaking view 
at Lot 3, the Haighboroughs’ house. In winter, as the 
creek fills, the grasses turn different shades of green and 
the ducks make their way upstream. In spring, fluffy 
ducklings wander the banks between colourful bulb 
flowers of every shade.

But something’s different today. The air is laced with 
the nasty, nose-tingling scent of smoke and it takes me 
a moment to find its source. Down the bottom of the 
Haighboroughs’ drive, a line of saplings have been black-
ened from base to bough.

‘Bit late for burning off.’ I point. ‘And dangerous in 
this weather. Robbie should know that.’

Daryl’s gearstick creaks loudly and the ute shudders 
to a stop. ‘That’s not funny, Lanie.’ And before I get to 
ask what’s not funny, he’s cracked open my window using 
the master control on the driver’s side door.

‘I’ll be back.’ He steps out of the car. ‘Gotta borrow 
a tool from Robbie.’ His keys jingle in his hand as he 
stomps up the steep incline towards the Haighboroughs’ 
front door.

I make to follow him, but the child lock’s been enabled  
and Daryl’s too far away to hear me call out. So, while I 
wait agitatedly for him to return, I check to make sure 
Rosanna’s still sleeping. She is. Thank god. I don’t know 
what I’d do if I got trapped in here with her carrying on 
like a banshee.

Next thing I know, Daryl, Esther and Denny are 
tramping down the drive, followed by Jill and red-haired 
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Robbie Haighborough – younger brother of Eli, the one 
who showed me his Rick Johnson when we were kids. 
Robbie was always the quieter of the three boys, and 
now he’s got his own three boys and two girls who are 
all carrot-topped and staring at me through the parted 
living room curtains.

Esther leans on the car, her voice wafting through the 
crack in the window. She’s doing that thing where she wants 
to engage, but can’t look me in the eye. ‘I’m sure you’ve 
figured out by now that there’s no town meeting tonight.’

‘Hm?’ I say distractedly. Rosanna is shifting in her 
baby seat and doing that thing with her mouth that 
means she’s going to start up. I’m wondering if I should 
pick her up, or if that would only provoke the banshee 
even more, when Denny steps forward and leans on the 
car too. I wonder how many family members it would 
take to tip it over.

‘Elaine, we’ve brought you here because Dr Jones 
called the other day. Said you brought Rosie in for 
a check-up? Said you were … distressed?’ He glances 
at Esther who nods. ‘We think it would be best if you 
took some time for yourself. We can look after Rosie.’

‘What?’ Now they’ve got my full attention. ‘You 
saying I can’t look after my own child?’ I glare at Esther. 
‘I left Rosanna in the car for two minutes tops. It’s not my 
fault you and Denny can’t conceive because he’s sterile 
as a mule.’

I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth, 
but it’s too late to take them back. Esther’s mouth 
clamps shut and her eyes go small. Denny’s cheeks flush 
bright red and the vein above his temple pulses so 
strongly, I wonder if it’ll burst.

Robbie breaks the silence. ‘This has no`thing to do 
with Rosie, Elaine. This is about you. We found this on 
our property the other night.’ He holds up what looks 
like a lump of coal in his hand. ‘Near burnt the fence 
line. Could’ve made it up the driveway to our house if 
my son hadn’t woken during the night to take a piss and 
seen the blaze.’

‘It’s a mosquito coil, Elaine,’ Esther says at my blank 
expression. ‘Same type as you bought from Denny’s a few 
weeks back. And besides, Robbie’s oldest daughter saw 
your car at the bottle-o where another fire was lit last 
week. She does late shift.’

My heartbeat pushes against my chest. ‘You saying 
you think I’m some kinda firebug because you found a 
lump of ash on your property? You’re all raving.’

‘Look, Elaine,’ Jill pipes up, her NSW twang making 
me lean back. ‘Postnatal depression is a bloody night-
mare. I should know.’ She motions to the house. ‘I’ve 
had five.’

‘Which is why we’re not gonna take this to the police,’ 
Robbie says. ‘As long as you agree to get help—’

But I don’t hear the rest of what he says because just 
then, Rosanna begins her slaughtered pig screeching and 
I have to plug my ears and lean forward so I don’t tear in 
half at the sound. ‘Daryl, would you get her out and shut 
her up,’ I yell. ‘I can’t think with her screeching like that.’

But Daryl makes no move to help. Nobody does. And 
between each fitful screech, Daryl’s voice punctuates 
Rosie’s deep inhalations. ‘She’s … not … screeching, 
Elaine.’

Suddenly, there’s a roar of an engine and the blaze of 
headlights as a car thunders up the drive. Rosanna falls, 
mercifully, silent. I turn. It’s Mother’s Ford station wagon.

Skidding to a stop in a plume of dust, she thrusts 
open the rusty door and steps out. There’s that look in 
her eyes she used to get before she killed a brown snake 
with a shovel, or a redback with the toe of her shoe. I 
realise, for the first time in years, she’s sober as a priest.

‘Let me try to talk to her, Daryl. I won’t be long.’
Daryl hesitates.
Mother steps forward, seeming to take up a lot of 

space for such a small woman. ‘Give me the keys.’ She 
lowers her voice and mutters something in Daryl’s ear 
that makes him go beetroot. Whatever she says works 
wonders for, a second later, he’s motioning to Esther, 
Denny, Robbie and Jill, saying, ‘I think it’d be best if we 
gave them a moment alone.’

The four of them exchange sideways glances and 
begin walking reluctantly back to the house. Mother taps 
her foot, eagle eyes on them the whole way. As soon as 
they’re out of sight, she unlocks Daryl’s ute and slips into 
the driver’s seat. ‘Thank Christ for that. I thought they’d 
never leave us alone.’

‘Mother? What’s going on? They seem to think I’m 
some kinda firebug, but—’

‘You’re not crazy, Lanie,’ she says, winding up my 
window and locking the doors. ‘And don’t you let them 
tell you so.’

I swallow a lump in my throat and blink through the 
water in my eyes. ‘But what about the mozzie coils?’

‘I didn’t say you weren’t a firebug, Lanie. I just said 
you aren’t crazy.’



82

ISLAND

I stare at her, uncomprehending. There’s something 
on her cheek, small and dark like a freckle, but too dark 
for her grey complexion. A mosquito. Swelling with each 
pulse of the vein above her lip and just below her right 
eye.

‘… You listening to me, Elaine? Why do you think I 
am like I am? It’s because of the shit that’s happened to 
me in this town. They know. They all know. But they’re 
looking after their own.’

I continue to stare. The mosquito is getting larger 
now, its abdomen more prominent.

‘Where do you think you got that awful red hair? And  
those shoulders?’ she continues, glaring at my Sunday- 
best dress. ‘And ever since then, there’s been poison in 
our family. It’s in our blood … and now it’s in hers too.’

She tilts her head to the back seat where Rosanna is 
staring at us, her large sea-blue eyes so much like mine, 
and Mother’s. And her hair, well, her hair like mine … 
or someone else’s.

Heat blossoms from my chest and flows through my 
veins from heart to fingertip like the slow creep of red on 
a mosquito coil. And just like that, I see the coil curling, 
blackening and withering to ash. I see roaring flames, 
feel the sting of smoke in my eyes, and the satisfying, 
dry-air itch at the back of my throat. It comes back now. 
The midnight car trips with Rosanna. The nights spent 
watching over those fires like their caretaker, hoping 
they’d cause the same fear and pain for the places that 
had wronged us, the people who had wronged us. But 
it’s all coming to an end now. The pain, the fear, the  
satisfaction, the fun.

‘What now?’ I ask.
‘We drive.’
‘Where to?’
Mother starts the ignition, rolls backwards down the 

steep hill in neutral before shoving the gearstick into 
drive. ‘Away from this town. As far away as we can get.’

I nod, glancing back at the house and then ahead at 
the winding dirt road. It seems Esther and Denny won’t 
follow us … yet. Neither will Jill, Daryl or red-haired 
Robbie who got his hair from his father. It’s just me and 
Mother. As it’s always been. Just me, Mother … and now 
Rosanna.

The sun hits the horizon and melts like molten butter 
across the sky. Shadows lengthen across the road and, 
somewhere over the rise, there’s the vibrating hum of 
a thousand wings, the tittering of a million insect legs, 
the gathering of pebble bodies. ‘They’re coming,’ I say.

‘I know,’ Mother says, flooring the accelerator and 
spinning the wheels. We hit the ditch at Lot 2, grind-
ing metal, and I worry Mother isn’t as sober as I’d first 
thought. But when she swerves to avoid the tree at Lot 1,  
straightens and rights the car mid-slide, I realise she’s 
done this before.

We go fast. Faster than fire uphill, faster than the 
Overland, faster than tumbleweed in a tornado. Past the 
‘Welcome to Harrogate’ sign, straight through the guts 
of town, then under the ‘Thank you for staying’ banner. 

Mother drives like she drinks gin, without a flinch, and 
burns rubber like she burns Winnie Blues. And when 
we take the Devil’s Elbow at 80 ks an hour, we would’ve 
made it if it wasn’t for the slip of oil on asphalt – blood 
from the underbelly of some old, unserviced truck. ▼

Authors note: This story was inspired by Helen Judith White, a 
notorious Adelaide Hills firebug who was sentenced to 13 years 
prison in 2007 for the deliberate lighting of 21 fires in and around the 
town of Harrogate, using customised rigs of mosquito coils, causing 
$7000 damage to fencing. The largest blaze blackened 180 hectares. 
Residents describe the year before her arrest as a period of terror. 
Helen, loving wife and mother of two, told the court she was suffering 
from post-traumatic stress disorder from an incident in her childhood, 
and postnatal depression after the birth of her daughter. She 
remembers watching over the blazes, but doesn’t remember lighting 
the fires. She was released on bail in 2016.
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