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                                                                 Carol 

Peering at the venetian blinds, she searched for the familiar shape through the slats. But the 

sun’s low rays caught her eyes and all she could make out was the ancient grime that had 

lived on each metal slat for as long as she could remember. Pink shafts of dusky light played 

with hoardes of dusty motes. A dust army, storming silently through her bedroom window 

and invading her room. 

At least it was only an innocent dust army, she reflected. An asthma attack would be the most 

damage it could do to her.  

Whereas the human invasion could do a lot more harm. So she kept her eyes peeled for the 

shadow outside the window, just in case it seemed like it might be coming closer. Not that 

she could do anything, if it decided to climb in. She’d figured out a long time ago that she 

couldn’t do anything about that invasion. Had to switch herself off when that happened, wait 

it out. 

“Carol!” 

Her mother’s voice chopped the thick air like the rusty blade of a knife. 

“Get out here now! Your chores won’t get done by themselves!” 

Couldn’t they just leave her alone for a change? Sighing, she flung the blanket aside, 

loosening more clouds of dust into the damp November air. She rolled herself across the 

mattress, the ancient bed springs squeaking their protest. Bare feet found the worn floral 

linoleum and propelled her to the bedroom door. There was no point in upsetting Mum. The 

strop hung on the back of the door just outside the kitchen, too close for comfort. Her mother 

had a bit of a trigger finger with that thing. A single word out of place and the next thing 

you’d feel would be a burn ripping across the legs. 

“Coming.” 

A mountain of laundry spilled over from the ancient cane basket in the corner of the kitchen, 

where the ironing board stood ready. That load would take up most of the evening, she 

figured. Up at midnight again to finish the History assignment. The kitchen table was 

submerged. Used coffee cups, ring marks on the pile of unpaid bills.  For god’s sake. Plates 

encrusted with dried Vegemite toast crumbs, some stinking mess that looked like the 

leftovers of the dog’s breakfast, an empty milk bottle whiffing a rancid pong. A black line of 
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ants had won the lottery and were heading across the floor to claim their prize, the remains of 

a half eaten cheese sandwich. Disgusting. 

Her mother took a drag from the ciggie hanging out the corner of her mouth and heaved her 

porridge body from the vinyl kitchen chair. Derision slitted her eyes. 

“What’s eating you this time, missy? Too much trouble to lend a hand in the house? Get that 

lot cleared up, before your father gets home. Or you’ll know what’s what.” 

Her thongs slapped the lino as she disappeared through the wire mesh door, letting it bang 

behind her. Carol watched her retreating back as she headed next door. Time for the daily 

gossip with Edna, presumably. They’d camp there in Edna’s back porch until the air got so 

thick you could choke. Between the fags and the venom spewing out of their mouths, it was a 

private club for two. No one else wanted to join anyway. Too poisonous. 

At least it left Carol in peace for a while. She got to work on the table, the familiar bile rising 

in her throat as the stench attacked her nostrils. What a tip. Muck into a garbage bag, straight 

in the bin. The pile of china quickly washed at the sink. Grabbing a clean tea towel from the 

ironing basket, Carol slowed herself down to dry everything off. Her daily meditation ritual. 

Focus, focus. Rotate the tea towel, then stack. And repeat. Over and over. She felt her breath 

lengthen and deepen, playing its silent harmony with the wiping. Helping to get her head 

together. 

 If they left her alone with the ironing, that’d be a bonus. Just her and the iron, in a cloud of 

steam, working methodically until the basket was empty. Straightened, folded, neat piles of 

fabric. Everything beautiful and ordered. In its place. 

But chances were she’d have to stand there trying to block out the ear filth of her parents 

screaming at each other. One hand on the handle of the hot iron, the other flapping away 

random ciggie ash that got flung around with the abuse and profanity, landing on the clean 

clothes or the ironing board. Or just as likely they’d be having a go at one of her sisters, 

slapping them around for some imagined crime. Poor little beggars. They were such good 

kids, really. Just needed a cuddle now and then, and a decent feed. But in this place, they 

were just pests. Only noticed when someone wanted a beer out of the fridge. Or a pack of 

ciggies from the corner shop. The rest of the time they could disappear and no one would 

even notice. Lucky they at least had each other. 

Where were they, anyway? 
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Carol wiped down the table. Now you could actually see it.  Her eyes traced the whorls in the 

timber’s gleam until her grandmother’s image reflected in its varnished memory. It had been  

pride of place in her dining room. Until she got too frail and they plonked her in the home. It 

didn’t take long for her to shrivel up and die in that rank place. But hey, Carol’s mother did 

okay out of it – she got the table and a few bucks to spend on her ciggies and booze. 

There’d been countless cups of tea at that table, back when it perched in the dining nook of 

Ellen’s little fibro bungalow.  The pair of them, giggling over Ellen’s pet galah’s antics, 

dunking their milk arrowroots into milky tea. The old woman sharing her biscuit with the old 

squawker. Priceless. Then the washing up ritual afterwards, taking care not to chip the 

delicate old china teacups. It had been her retreat from the madness. She tried to keep the 

table nice now, a kind of memorial to her grandma and her avian companion, but it was a 

losing battle. No one cared. Except her. 

Those girls. They were too quiet. 

“Jasmine! Ebony! Where are you?” 

Silence. 

That was weird. It was 5.30. Usually they’d be squabbling over the cartoons on TV. Bugs 

Bunny or Disneyland. Astroboy or The Flintstones. Why weren’t they on the floor in the 

lounge room, pulling each other’s hair? 

She grabbed the dust pan and broom and swiped the worst of the worst of the rubbish on the 

floor into the pan. That’d do for the moment. Still calling, she headed up the hallway to the 

cramped sleepout where the girls shared a bed. 

Nothing. 

They weren’t in the bathroom either, or hiding in their favourite secret spot in the big 

cupboard in the laundry with the spiders and rotting old rags. 

A niggle of worry started its hammer at the base of Carol’s brain. Was it possible? How old 

were they? No. She was overreacting. When was the last time she saw them? Let’s see, home 

from school at 3.15. Shoved a vegemite sandwich down their throats then disappeared. That 

was hours ago.  

No way would they be with Mum. They knew better than to bug her when she was with 

Edna. That’d just get them a walloping. Where else could they be? 
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Mind racing, she let the back door close softly behind her then stifled a yelp as she stood on a 

bindi. God, she should have put on her thongs. Never mind. Don’t waste any time. Just get 

looking for the girls before something happens to them. Maybe it’s already too late. 

Carol peered at the shed, down the back of the yard. Door closed. Quiet. As usual. She’d have 

to check it though.  Her gut somersaulted in protest at the thought. Fear sucked the air out of 

her lungs. God, did she have to? She really never wanted to go near that place ever again. Her 

feet refused to move. Her brain started to do its usual spin. Couldn’t think straight. Come on. 

The girls are missing. Who else’ll look out for them? Get a grip. 

Watching for bindis, she crept silently down the yard. She inched closer to the shed and put 

her head to the door. Voices.  One deep, insistent. Male. Murmuring. What was he saying?  

And little girl chatter in response. A sniff, then a little wail. Someone was scared. The sound 

tore Carol’s heart out of her chest. Grabbing the rusty old latch on the paling door of the shed, 

she pushed with her whole body until it came free. She stumbled into the dimness.  

“You!” 

Her uncle Roy’s ugly mug gaped up at her from the floor. His hairy paws shifted from their 

grasp on the little girls’ legs. 

“Ebby, Jas, come here, right now. You’re OK. I’ve got you.” She squeezed the girls tight 

against her body. Her voice took on her mother’s snarling edge. 

“You bastard. Get out. Now. If I see you with them again, you know what I’ll do. Maybe I 

wouldn’t have done it for myself, but I’ll do it for them. You’ve made a big mistake this time. 

Now we’re all witnesses for each other. You won’t get away with it. Leave us alone!” 

Her uncle gave her the benefit of his best leer, and spat a gob onto the floor. 

“Best be careful now, little girl. Someone will have their eye on you. See you!” 

He disappeared out the back gate, an acrid odour of nicotine and malevolence trailing in his 

wake.   

Carol caught her breath, her body racked by trembling. 

 “Come on you two. Let’s go and find The Flintstones.” 

For now, she’d done what she could. Maybe her threats would be enough to put Roy off. 

Who knows, maybe it’d be enough to stop the bedroom invasion as well? Fingers crossed. 
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Gently pushing the girls out the door of the shed, she grabbed their sweaty little hands and led 

them up to the house. The bindis had lost their bite. 

“What the hell has been going on? Your uncle Roy shot out of here like he was on fire. What 

did you say to him, you little so and so? “ 

Her mother’s strop landed square on Carol’s thigh. The familiar burn wrapped itself around 

her. But for the first time the burn scorched its way straight to her heart. Her eyes flashed 

with rage. 

“Never do that again. Do you hear me? And you’re not to do it to the others, either. Or I’ll 

tell. Hear me? I’ll tell!” 

Callie wrenched the strop out of her mother’s hands and whipped it against her leg. 

“How does that feel, hey? Do you like it? Feel like a big girl now? I’m getting rid of this 

thing, and if you know what’s good for you, you won’t stop me.” 

As she headed out the back door, Carol turned. 

“And make that brother of yours stay the hell away from us. Or I’ll have the cops onto you 

both. Don’t tell me you don’t know what I’m talking about!” 

Heading back down the backyard, she opened the lid of the incinerator. The strop disappeared 

into the blackened muck. 

Overhead a flash of grey and pink swooped and soared, and a raucous shriek broadcast her 

little victory.  

In the kitchen, her mother sat at her grandmother’s table, eyes narrowed.  But her mouth 

stayed shut.  

Carol switched on the power point and picked up the iron to check if it had water. Leaning 

down, she picked up one of her father’s shirts, and laid it on the ironing board. 
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